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Abstract of Dissertation

Aharon Amir (1923-2008): An Intellectual Biography

This Ph.D. thesis explores the life and literary, as well as political, work of Aharon Amir
(1923-2008) in pre-state Palestine and Israel. Amir was a Hebrew author, poet, and
extreme right-wing political activist who sought to create a new Hebrew state that would
include a coalition of the ancient Semitic peoples.

Amir’s work stands in a critical cross-section combining the History of
Palestine/Israel, Middle Eastern History, Hebrew pre-state right-wing extremism, and
Palestine/Israel’s literary scene. While Amir was an influential figure in the “Young
Hebrews’ or ‘Canaanites’ movement, an early anti-Zionist right-wing literary and
political group, and Israel’s literary scene, his work and life remain unexplored. Studying
his work and life highlights critical events in Middle Eastern and the history of
Israel/Palestine, such as the cultivation of political and cultural relations with non-
Muslim minorities in the Middle East, which played a part in the 1982 Lebanon war, the
rise of post-1948 literature as a critique against the newly established state of Israel,
Right-Wing ideology, Primordial Hebrew nationalism, and the connection between
ideology and literature in Israeli history.

Hence, this thesis asks to contextualize Amir’s literary and political work on the
backdrop of the history of Israel/Palestine and the emerging right-wing anti-Zionism in
pre- and post-state Palestine-Israel. Despite Amir's central role in the Young Hebrews
Movement, the Israeli literary scene, and right-wing politics, a dedicated academic study
of his life and work has yet to be published. Drawing on extensive archival materials,

private journals, and interviews, it situates Amir’s work at the intersection of
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Israel/Palestine history, Middle Eastern minority politics, and Hebrew literary culture.
The study reveals how his work brought together literature and ideology, shaped visions

of a primordial Hebrew—Semitic state, and the notion of a Middle Eastern minority pact.
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Introduction

Few figures in modern Hebrew culture embodied the tension between ideological
conviction, cultural activism, and literary expression as fully as Aharon Amir. From a
political and intellectual standpoint that often resisted the conceptual binary of left vs.
right, Amir imagined a new Hebrew identity, divorced from its diasporic Jewish roots,
seeking to nativize itself among the minorities of the Middle East, culminating in the

idea of a Hebrew state stretching from the borders of Egypt to modern Iragq.

Aharon Amir (1923-2008), né Aharon Lipec/Lipetz, was a Hebrew poet, author,
translator, editor and Right-wing political activist. Born in 1923 in Kaunas (Kovno), the
capital of interwar Lithuania, Amir immigrated with his family to Mandatory Palestine
in 1933. Amir’s childhood journals reveal his early fascination with ancient Jewish
history, Italian Fascism, and the changing character of Judaism against the emerging
Israeli state. These ideas would play an essential part in his literary and political work.

Amir was an early supporter and member of the Young Hebrews, an ideological
literary group established in 1939 that sought to create a new “Hebrew nation,” detached
from its Jewish heritage and “exilic” Judaism. This imagined state covered most of the
Middle East and sought the cooperation of religious and ethnic minorities, such as the
Lebanese Christian Maronites, the Druze, and the Kurds. The young Hebrews
marginalized Palestinians and those seeking to promote Arabic culture or identity unless
willing to abandon their cultural aspirations and conform to a society rooted in ancient
Hebrew history. While the group remained on Israel’s political margins, its ideas
significantly impacted Israeli society, with some viewing them as dangerous and fascist.

Although initially Amir acted as the right-hand man to the group’s leader, the Poet



Yonatan Ratosh, he quickly became central to the group, editing its periodical, A/ef, and
directing the group to more direct, and often violent, action. After the disbandment of the
group in 1955, Amir established Keshet as a literary and intellectual periodical,
remaining an important literary periodical in Israel’s collective memory.

After 1967, with Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War, Amir advocated for Israeli
colonization as part of the group’s plans for a Middle Eastern minority coalition,
focusing on relations with the Christian-Lebanese Maronites, a Christian community
tracing its roots to the third century in Lebanon. During the 1980s, Amir worked closely
with Lebanon’s Maronites, aiding its members during the 1975 Lebanese Civil war, later
creating an intellectual and literary network with likeminded Maronites. Amir harshly
criticized Israeli artists and intellectuals who opposed Israel’s colonizing efforts, calling
to place the homeland before artistic freedom or artistic criticism. With that, Amir had
completed his transformation from the outskirts of Israeli society into its lukewarm
embrace. Ultimately, it was not Amir who changed his views but Israel.

Amir left his mark on Israeli culture as a cultural agent through his literary and
poetic work and his fierce critique of Zionism, Arab nationalism, mainly Pan-Arabism,
and Jewish history. In his fiction, Amir created figures of masculine anti-heroes
alienated from both their Jewish roots and Zionism and committed to subverting the
Zionist model of the new Jew, one of Zionism’s main tenants, by creating a new non-

Jewish model of the new Hebrew man.

Amir further contributed to Israeli literature by publishing Keshet, one of Israel’s

most



influential literary periodicals, and through his work as a translator. The periodical
published works of such influential authors as A.B. Yehoshua (1936-2022), Amos Kenan
(1927-2009), and Haim Gouri (1923-2018), as well as political writings by figures such
as the historian and Middle East scholar Nissim Rejwan (1924-2017) and the Cairo-born
essayist and novelist Jacqueline Shohet Kahanoff (1917-1979). Lastly, his translations
numbered in the hundreds and included canonical works by a variety of figures including
Winston Churchill, Salman Rushdie, and French philosopher Albert Camus among

others.

However, despite his influence on Hebrew literature and politics, thus far, we
have no intellectual biography of Amir. This thesis aims to fill this gap. This thesis
explores various questions related to Amir's political and literary, and cultural
contributions and how they reflect the societal and cultural challenges faced by Israel
from the 1940s onward. Additionally, it delves into Amir's role in the Young Hebrews
group and their ideology. The study also examines the impact of changes in Israeli
society and culture following the 1967 Six-Day War on Amir's transformation from a
marginalized cultural agent to a more widely accepted one. To answer these questions,
the thesis utilizes unexplored archival sources, including personal journals, journal
articles written by and about Amir, unpublished literary and political works, and
interviews with family and close associates.

In terms of methodology, this thesis combines methodological tools from literary
theory, intellectual history, Jewish history, and biography theory. As Amir’s political and
literary work were intertwined, this thesis requires an integrative approach rather than an

artificial separation between “belles letters” and “political engagement.” The main



methodological focus will contextualize Amir’s literary and political work against
political changes in Mandatory Palestine and Israel. This approach offers a broader
outlook from an often-overlooked perspective of a critical political and literary figure on
the Right-wing margins.

Exploring Amir’s political and literary work as intertwined provides a window
into Israel’s history and cultural construction as they were viewed and written about
from the cultural margins. By exploring the opposition to hegemonic Israeli cultural
and social discourses from the right wing, this thesis aims to develop a more
comprehensive picture of Israeli society, literature, and politics and the connections that
tie them together.

Furthermore, in the research conducted on the Young Hebrews movement, Amir is

presented

as a side figure or overlooked. ! This thesis argues that Amir played a highly essential
role in the Young Hebrews movement, more so than he acknowledged. This
understanding and contextualization within the Young Hebrews movement contribute to
understanding the movement’s structure, literary and political influence, and role within
the larger Right-wing Israeli political sphere. Lastly, this thesis seeks to provide a fresh
perspective on marginal

right-wing groups who challenged and were eventually accepted into Israeli society.

" James S Diamond, Homeland or Holy Land? The "Canaanite” critique of Israel,
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), Ya‘akov Shavit, The New Hebrew
Nation: a Study in Israeli Heresy and Fantasy, (London: Frank Cass, 1987), Yehoshua
Porath, The Life of Uriel Shelah (Yonatan Ratosh), (Tel-Aviv: Machbarot Lesifrut, 1989),
[Hebrew].



The methodological decision to focus on Amir as the research topic, mainly the
incorporation of literature and ideology in his work, was driven by several considerations.
First, existing scholarship, at least A majority of it, had divorced literature from
intellectual history and, at times, from Israeli history more broadly. While scholars such
as Uri S. Cohen and Hannan Hever have challenged this division, a large segment of the
scholarship still considers literature and history as distinct, separate academic domains.
By incorporating literary analysis and historical research, this thesis adopts a
methodological approach that enables an understanding of Israeli history from an often-
neglected perspective. Furthermore, Amir, as both a literary figure and a political actor,
serves as a model that departs from this separation, one in which his work cannot be
understood without its ideological and historical context, namely the context in which he
produced his literature and ideology.

In that, Amir proves to be a valuable case study for his position as both a literary
and a political figure who carried the ideological torch of the Young Hebrews throughout
his life and work, particularly against the backdrop of the 1948, 1967, and 1982 wars.
Furthermore, Amir's marginality provided an important methodological tool through
which he was able to critique Israeli society by shaping its discourse indirectly,
implementing his ideology in his literature and editorial work, and through informal
networks, divorced from the restrictions of institutional hegemony. In that, Amir was
often able to reach out to other marginalized groups in Israeli society, such as Israeli
youths. As a result, Amir’s marginality often destabilized dominant narratives, both in

literature and in Israeli society. Lastly, his shift from the margins to the mainstream



proved an essential view through which one can understand the shifts in Israeli society
from 1967 onwards.

The decision to contextualize Amir’s literary and political work stems from the
fact that, as Jameson argued, literary texts emerge and often respond to the intellectual
and ideological atmosphere of their times. Thus, to understand them, one must study
them in their intellectual and ideological context. In Amir's case, his critique and political
engagement were situated in moments of historical ruptures, primarily Israel’s wars,
which shaped his intellectual trajectory. Furthermore, Amir’s choice to draw on his
literature to outline a model of a new Hebrew man echoes the notion that literature does
more than describe reality; it is often an important avenue for creating it, as seen in the
works of diasporic fin-de-siecle Hebrew writers such as Berdyczewski, Brenner, and
Shufman.

Thus, Amir’s marginality, his incorporation of literature and ideology, and the
importance of understanding literary texts in a historical context provided a
methodological approach that highlighted the role of literary and political works in
criticizing Israel. This approach also demonstrates that situating texts within their
historical and ideological contexts often reveals overlooked avenues of critique that
influenced society from its margins.

In terms of literature, this thesis highlights the importance of studying marginal
literary figures from the Israeli right-wing. Amir’s literary work exemplifies how
literature functions as a vehicle for ideological and political criticism, mainly in newly
founded states and national movements. His engagement with themes such as the

disappointment experienced after 1948, his critique of the 1948 war, the alternative



model of the new Hebrew man, and the centrality of youth and family in these struggles
reveals how literature served as an essential site of cultural and identity formation.

Lastly, Amir’s notion of a minority pact with non-Muslim minority groups, such
as the Maronites and the Kurds, contributes to understanding the importance of non-
formal geopolitical relations, particularly in the cultural and literary realms. Firstly,
Amir’s philanthropic work shaped local perceptions of Israel as a benevolent force
among mainly, but not solely, Christian communities in South Lebanon during the
Lebanese Civil War. Furthermore, Amir’s poetry about Lebanon and his Maronite
intellectual-literary group with like-minded Maronites provided an intellectual avenue
through which he could voice the voices of those across the border. In turn, these actions
contribute to a broader understanding of the place of informal relations in regional
geopolitics.

Amir passed away on February 29, 2008, after battling cancer, leaving behind
three children from his first wife, Hanna Amir, and his second wife, the poet and artist,

Bettine Amir.

Aims and Objectives

As intellectual biographies tend to be significant in scope, this thesis contends with a few
main ideas that highlight the changes in Israeli society through Amir’s political and
literary work.

Each chapter will focus on different periods in Amir’s life and work, with two literary-
based thematic chapters, exemplifying Amir’s ongoing engagement with ideology and
literature. These include such notions as growing up in a strictly Hebrew home in

Lithuania, a new model of the Hebrew youth in Amir’s literature, the disappointment



experienced by Israeli youths in 1948, the growing support from artists in post-1967
Israel’s colonization and subjugation of Palestinians, and the importance of Israeli-
Maronite relations in the 1982 war. This focus seeks to provide a wealthy review of
critical moments in Jewish history, the history of Palestine/Israel, and the history of
Hebrew literature.

An overarching argument in this thesis is that while not mutually exclusive,
literature and political activity can traverse borders and inform each other, consciously
or subconsciously. Thus, while Amir argued that his art was severed from any political
activity, a close reading of his literary and political work shows that the two converged
and, at times, traversed the borders between literary and political work. This is best
exemplified in his critique of the 1948 war and the establishment of Israel.

Literary theorist Fredric Jameson argues that all texts have a historical and
political function, operating as socially symbolic acts.? Accordingly, the trauma of the
1948 war, the identity crisis among Israeli citizens in the wake of the war and the
establishment of the state, all shaped Amir’s prose. Following Jameson’s idea of “the
political unconscious,” in which political, historical, and social dynamics appear through
literature, Amir’s protagonist construction, depictions of British, Palestinian, and Jewish
figures, and their hardships and battles, all appear as social critique.? Lastly, in-line with
Jameson’s insistence, we must “always historicize,” Amir’s prose is located in a

watershed moment in the history of Israel-Palestine, representing the struggles between

2 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious - Narrative as a Social Symbolic Act
(Cornell University Press, 1981), 5.
8 Jameson, The Political Unconscious - Narrative as a Social Symbolic Act, viii.



Hebrews and Palestinians, as well as the tensions between Zionism and the Young
Hebrews’ “Hebrewism.”*

In both his literary and political work, Amir often challenged the model of the
new Jew by offering an alternative model of the new Hebrew, which this thesis explores.
The new Jew, a concept first imagined by Max Nordau in 1898, was a masculine model
that sought to replace the old Jew which Non-Jews considered, and was eventually
internalized by Jews, to be a weak and effeminate Jew.> In Mandatory Palestine, and later
Israel, this model turned into the Sabra, a term used for those born in Palestine/Israel and
named after the prickly cactus plant to represent their inner sweetness and prickly shell.
In popular culture, they were described as young, strong, wild-haired, and equally wild in
character, yet very dedicated to their people.® Contrary to the concept of the New Jew, 1
argue that through his writing and political work, Amir sought to create an alternative
image of the new Jew, the new Hebrew. Although the model of the new Jew sought to
negate his diasporic past by creating a new Jewish model, it was a transformative model
that sought to reinvent and reinvigorate Jews from their weak diasporic past. In contrast,
Amir’s model of the new Hebrew sought complete ontological rapture, declaring it both
irrelevant to those born on the land and void. What set both models apart were that the
new Hebrew sought to break all ties with its Jewish past, viewing itself as completely

severed from its past.” Furthermore, while the new Jews or Sabras were adherent political

4 Jameson, The Political Unconscious - Narrative as a Social Symbolic Act, viii.

® Daniel Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the
Jewish Man (Berkeley:University of California Press, 1997).

6 Oz Almog, The Sabra: The Creation of the New Jew (University of California Press,
2000), 1-15

"1t can be argued that the new Jew also sought to sever its ties with diasporic Judaism,
yet the Young Hebrews constantly argued that the new Jews kept cultural and political
ties with Jewish communities in the diaspora. (0.k)



or socialist Zionists, the new Hebrew was politically Right-wing and mainly dissident as
it criticized the Zionist enterprise. Hence, through his writing and political activity, Amir
exposed the failure to create this new Jew while offering an alternative Model.

From the 1980s onwards, there has been a steadily growing interest in the Young
Hebrews political movement.® Scholars have explored different aspects of the movement,
including its nationalistic and primordial stances, its use of myths, its location within
Israeli politics, and biographies of its leading figures. However, in most of these works,
Amir is presented as a side figure or ignored. This thesis argues that Amir played a highly
essential role in the Young Hebrews movement, more so than he acknowledged. This
understanding and contextualization within the Young Hebrews’ movement contribute to
understanding the movement’s structure, literary and political influence, and role within
the larger Right-wing Israeli political sphere.

As early as the 1950s, Amir began cultivating amicable relations with the
Maronites, a Lebanese-Christian ethnoreligious group. Some group members, including
the poet and political activist Charles Corm (1894-1963), advanced the idea of

Phoenicianism, a form of Maronite nationalism that argued against the colonial nature of

8 Diamond, Homeland or Holy Land? The "Canaanite” critique of Israel ; Shavit, The
New Hebrew Nation ; Roman Vater, "Down with Britain, Away with Zionism: The
'Canaanites' and 'Lohamei Herut Israel' Between Two Adversaries." Melilah: Manchester
Journal of Jewish Studies 10, no.1 (1987): 26-45 ; Roman Vater, "Beyond bi-
nationalism? The Young Hebrews Versus the 'Palestinian issue'," Journal of political
ideologies 21, no.1 (2016): 45-60 ; Roman Vater, “Hebrew as a Political Instrument:
Language-Planning By the ‘Canaanites’." Journal of

Semitic Studies 62, n0.2 (2017): 485-511 ; Roman Vater, "'A Hebrew from Samaria, not
a Jew from Yavneh': Adya Gur Horon (1907-1972) and the Articulation of Hebrew
Nationalism." Ph.D. diss., The University of Manchester, 2015. ; Asher Kaufman,
Reviving Phoenicia: the search for identity in Lebanon, (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2004) ;
Ohana, The Origins of Israeli

Mythology.
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Islam and the need to create a non-Arabic Lebanese identity. Isracli-Maronite relations,
mainly the connection between Canaanism, the belief that modern Hebrews are
genetically connected to Canaanites, and the belief that Maronites are genetically and
culturally connected to the Phoenicians, were essential in Amir’s political activity.” The
ideas presented by the Young Phoenicians were closely related to the ideas of the Young
Hebrews, mainly the notion of creating a non-Arab Middle Eastern identity that harked
back to primordial notions of Hebrew and Maronite culture. Cultivating relations with the
Maronites played an important role in the road to the 1982 Lebanon war and Israel’s
relations and support of the Maronite Kataeb party (also known as the Phalanges) and its

paramilitary youth group.

Hence, this thesis argues that Amir’s played an important role in Israeli-Maronite
relations. His actions supported and helped strengthen Israeli-Maronites relations before
the 1982 war. Acting as a cultural mediator between Israel and the pro-Israeli Maronites
meant that Amir moved from the margins of Israeli politics, from his time in the
politically and ideologically defiant Young Hebrews in 1940-1969, to being accepted and
somewhat influential in Israeli-Lebanese relations from 1967 onwards. The transference
from the political periphery to the center, while keeping his Right-wing political views,

points to essential changes in post-1967 Israeli politics, which accepted figures from the

® These ideas were explored by: Franck Salameh, "Inventing Lebanon: Lebanonism in the
poetry and thought of Said Akl,"(PhD Diss. Brandeis University, 2004) ; Franck
Salameh, Language, memory, and identity in the Middle East: the case for Lebanon,
(Lanham: Lexington

Books, 2010) ; Franck Salameh, Charles Corm : an intellectual biography of a
twentieth-century Lebanese "Young Phoenician,” (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2015) ;
Franck Salameh, The Other Middle East: An Anthology of Modern Levantine Literature,
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018) ; Kaufman,Reviving Phoenicia.
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political margins, mainly from the political Right, as long as it supported and legitimized
Israel’s colonial ambitions.

Amir played a crucial role in Israel's literary scene by editing and publishing the
renowned literary periodical Keshet from 1958 to 2008. The magazine provided a
platform for
many budding writers, including Haim Gouri, Avraham Gabriel, and A.B. Yehoshua,
who eventually became one of its editors. Thanks to Amir's editorial skills, Keshet
became a hub for discovering young talents, making him an influential figure in literary
circles. While Keshet was primarily a literary publication, Amir used his position to
introduce political essays and ideas, such as the colonizing nature of Islam as perceived
by the Young Hebrews. This approach enabled him to share the Young Hebrews' ideas

with a large and well-read Israeli audience, expanding the discourse beyond literature.

While Amir is a relatively well-known name in Israel, memorialized in a popular
song by Meir Ariel, significant studies have yet to be conducted on his political or
literary work. Hebrew literary scholars and historians examined the group Amir
belonged to and argued that the group was influential on Hebrew literature, Right-wing
ideology, and Israeli politics.

However, while other figures in the movement, like Ratosh and Adia Gurevitch, were
the center of intellectual biographies, Amir’s work remains unexplored. Furthermore,
Amir’s unpublished papers at the Gnazim Archive in Tel Aviv, consisting of roughly
two thousand letters, drafts, and notes, are left mainly unresearched. Lastly, when Amir
appears in academic work, he is explored for his role within the “Young Hebrews”

group, ignoring his contribution to literature and politics until the early 2000s.

12



Literature Review

In Jewish history, this research is informed by prominent scholars of Eastern-European
Jewish history and Jewish political and intellectual history, such as Antony Polonsky,
Dovid Katz, and Masha Greenbaum. These scholars contributed to the reconstruction of
the history of Lithuanian Jews, focusing on the community’s various cultural and social
facets and Jewish and

non-Jewish relations.!® While all the above-mentioned scholars explored the importance
of Hebrew and Jewish culture in Lithuania, most of the research concerning Lithuania’s
Jewish community during the 19th-20th century focuses on the Second World War and
the Holocaust. This intellectual focal point, while necessary, overshadows the richness
of pre-WW?2 Lithuanian Hebrew and Jewish cultures, creating a lacuna in the research
of the Jewish community of Lithuania. The first chapter of this thesis seeks to address
this lacuna. In Jewish right-wing political history this research is informed by the work
of Daniel Kupfert Heller, whose work reconstructed the world of right-wing youth
politics in Eastern Europe.!! Lastly, the works of Ella Shohat and Y faat Weiss on
Mizrahi Jews and their marginalization in Jewish and Israeli society are implemented to

contextualize Keshet’s critique on the matter.'?

% Dovid Katz, Lithuanian Jewish culture, (Vilnius: Baltos Lankos, 2010) ; Masha
Greenbaum, The Jews of Lithuania: a history of a remarkable community, 1316-1945,
(Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 1995) ; Antony Polonsky, The Jews in Poland and
Russia, Volume 111, 1914 to 2008, (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization in
association with Liverpool University Press, 2019) ; Antony Polonsky, and Michael C.
Steinlauf, Focusing on Jewish Popular Culture in Poland and its afterlife, Polin: Studies
in Polish Jewry, v.

" Daniel Kupfert Heller, Daniel Kupfert Heller, Jabotinsky’s Children: Polish Jews and
the Rise of Right-Wing Zionism (Princeton University Press, 2017).

12 Ella Shohat, On the Arab-Jew, Palestine, and other displacements: selected writings
(Pluto Press, 2017) ; Ytaat Weiss, Wadi-Salib: A Confiscated Memory (The Van Leer
Jerusalem Institute, 2007).
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In the history of Israel/Palestine, this thesis is informed by prominent historians
and sociologists such as Anita Shapira, Benny Morris, Oz Almog, Mikhal Dekel, Yoni
Furas, and Yael Zerubavel, Yitzhak Conforti, as well as critical sociologist Baruch
Kimmerling’s work on Israeli identity. Shapira, Dekel, and Zerubavel take various
approaches to explore the history of Israel, including the use of myths in Israeli culture,
the ideological tensions and internal polemics in Israel, and the intellectual and
ideological roots of Israeli identity and state formation.'3 Furthermore, Dekel, Almog,
and Conforti, focus on the idea of the New Jew, its place in Israeli history, and effects
of Israeli youth, to uncover the importance of the term. This intervention will uncover
the use of myths, primordial history, and ideological tensions within Zionism and their
use in the writing of Amir and the Young Hebrews, as well as the role of the new Jew in
Amir’s work. By uncovering the myths and Amir’s views and uses of primordial history
and its connection to the new state formation, this thesis asks to contribute to the
growing research focusing on the use of myths and history in the efforts to construct a
new Hebrew culture.

In the field of modern Hebrew literature, the works of, Heddy Shait, Hannan

Hever, and Uri S. Cohen, Nurith Gertz, Nurit Govrin, Yael Dekel, and Lisa Katz further

13 Anita Shapira, Israel: A History (Brandeis University Press, 2012) ; Anita Shapira,
New Jews, Old Jews. (Am ‘Oved, 2003), [Hebrew] ; Baruch Kimmerling, The Invention
and Decline of Israeliness: State, Society, and the Military, (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2001) ; Benny Morris, “The Historiography of Deir Yassin,” Journal of
Israeli History, No.24,Vol.1 (2005), Colin Shindler, A History of Modern Israel,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) ; Mikhal Dekel, The Universal Jew :
Masculinity, Modernity, and the Zionist Moment, (Northwestern University Press, 2010)
Oz Almog, The Sabra: The Creation of the New Jew, (University of California press:
2000) ; Yael Zerubavel, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli
National Tradition, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995).
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inform this thesis.!* Shait and Govrin explore the literary concept of the detached youth
or the detached modern Jew within the boundaries of the modern state and society. The
concept of the detached youth first appeared in the works on Fin de siécle Eastern
European Jews, such as the literary works of Micha Josef Berdyczewski (1865-1921)
and Yosef Hayyim Brener (1881-1921) to represent the effects of modernization on
young Jews. Hever, Katz, and Cohen focus on the interaction of literature, nationalism,
and its effects on Israeli society. These works further explore the way literature shaped
and was shaped by Israeli nationalism and militarism, themes that Amir’s literature
explored. Lastly, Gertz and Dekel, as well as Hever, focus on the contextualizing the
Young Hebrews literary works and critique on the establishment of Israel and their war
critique, which was an essential part of Amir’s work.

In the history of the Young Hebrews’ Movement, the essential works written by
Ya‘akov Shavit and James S. Diamond, the forebears of the field, explored the group’s
intellectual and national roots.!> Furthermore, the intellectual biographies by Yehoshua
Porath and Roman Vater regarding the movement’s chief ideologues, Adya Gur Horon

(1907-1972) and Yonatan Ratosh (Born Uriel Shelach (1908-1981), provide a model for

4 Hannan Hever, The Narrative and the Nation (Resling, 2007) ; Hannan Hever and Lisa
Katz, Suddenly, the Sight of War: Violence and Nationalism in Hebrew Poetry in the
1940s, Stanford University Press, 2016), Uri S. Cohen, Security Style and the Hebrew
Culture of War (Bialik Institute, 2017), Heddy Shait, The Evolution of Rootlessness in
Twentieth Century Hebrew Literature, (Bar-Ilan University Press, 2015) ; Nurit Govrin,
Alienation and Regeneration (MOD Books, 1989) ; Nurith Gertz, The Canaanite Group:
Literature and Ideology (Open University, 1987) ; Yael Dekel, “A Report on the Losses
and Victories of Culture: The Canaanite Critique of Hebrew War Fiction,” Mikan:
Journal for the Study of Jewish and Israeli Literature and Culture, Vol.20 (2020)

S Yaacov Shavit’s The New Hebrew Nation (Frank Cass,1987) ; James S. Diamond,
Homeland or Holy Land? (Indiana University Press, 1986).
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the biographical writings about the movement.'¢ The various approaches to the research
concerning the Young Hebrews movement provide a critical methodological and
intellectual roadmap that this thesis draws from. The use of myths, the connections
between ideology and art, and the movement’s intellectual roots all provide essential
aspects to this research. This thesis asks to locate Amir’s role within the movement and
its influence on Israeli society, arguing that Amir played a significant role in the

movement by promoting its ideas in his literary and political work.

Methodology and Sources

As a historian and Pulitzer Prize winner, Barbara Tuchman argued “Insofar as I have
used biography in my work, it has been less for the sake of the individual subject than as
a vehicle for exhibiting an age.”!” That is, Biographies could and should move beyond
the individual life experience of a figure, assisting in further understanding a period or
events. In that, the biographer uses biography as a tool to situate their research subject in
a larger context, exemplifying or highlighting a certain aspect in history. By
implementing this methodological tool, the research on the subject illuminates often-
overlooked perspectives through both their lived experience and their work. Following

this notion of biographies as “lived history as a method,” this thesis seeks to situate

6 Yehoshua Porath, The Life of Uriel Shelah (Yonathan Ratosh) (Machbarot Lesifrut,
Zmora Ltd., 1989) ; Roman Vater, The Hebrew Falcon: Adya Horon and the Birth of the
Canaanite ldea (State University of New York Press, 2024).

7 Barbara Tuchman, ‘Biography as a prism of history” in M. Pachter (ed.), Telling
Lives: the Biographer’s Art ( New Republic, 1979), 133.
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Amir’s lived experience and work as methodological tools to uncover Israel-Palestine’s

and Middle Eastern history from its political margins.'®

Thus, this thesis borrows methodological tools from literary theory, intellectual
history, Jewish history, and biography theory. As previously discussed, a close
connection exists between Amir’s political and literary endeavors. Therefore, it is
imperative to take an integrated approach instead of segregating “belles letters” and
"political engagement," while continuously contextualizing Amir’s work and life on the
backdrop of considerable changes and turmoil in Israeli society.

In Intellectual history, this thesis implements the methodologies and works of
intellectual historians Dominick LaCapra and Quentin Skinner and their approaches to
context in writing history. Following LaCapra’s call to sever the direct link between text
and context, this thesis asks to situate Amir within a larger historical context while not
debilitating this connection into a linear one. Following Skinner’s work on the
importance of contextualization in historical writing, this thesis strives to contextualize
Amir’s political work and its literary manifestations as ideas situated in a specific
historical context, a pre-state surge of extreme Right-wing politics, the failures of the
1948 war, and the secular-colonial messianism of 1967.1°

When exploring Jewish history and the history of Israel-Palestine, mainly

biographies, it is crucial to consider contextual factors and examine right-wing radicalism

'8 Laura Almagor, Haakon A. Ikonomou, Gunvor Simonsen, eds., “Introduction,” in
Global Biographies : Lived History as Method (Manchester University Press, 2022), 1-
22.

'Y Dominick LaCapra, Rethinking Intellectual History: Texts, Contexts, Language,
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983) ; Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding
in the History of Ideas,” History and theory 8, No. 1 (1969): 3-53.
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within Jewish history and Israeli history. This thesis expands on the works of Michael
Stanislawski and Arie M. Dubnov, who stress the significance of these aspects in writing
and researching Jewish and Israeli history. Their approach emphasizes locating Right
wing intellectual work within a larger Twentieth century ideologies and groups.?’
Informed by the notions of both scholars, this thesis asks to further develop the focus on
the larger ideological context on figures from the intellectual Right.

In literary theory, this thesis borrows from the critical work of Fredric Jameson’s
work that argues that all texts have a historical and political function, operating as
socially symbolic acts, the idea of “the political unconscious,” in which political,
historical, and social dynamics appear through literature, and his call to historicize fiction
in a larger political discourse.?! Furthermore, the ideas of E.D. Hirsch’s work on the
validity of interpretation in a post-Barthes literary criticism, arguing that the author
intention and motivation remain essential in determining the meaning of literary works,
and the work of Pericles Lewis on the role of the novel in the upheavals of modernity,
mainly nationalism and the fragmentation of selthood portrayed in modern literature,
further inform this thesis.??

This thesis borrows such notions as the place and role of non-hegemonic literary
figures in literature, how national characteristics play into the construction of literary

figures, and how social and identity crises are negotiated through literature. By

20 Arie Dubnov, “Politics of the Comparative Gaze: The Three Languages of Right-Wing
Zionist Radicalism,” Palestine/Israel Review (2025) 2 (2): 310-339, 2021. ; Michael
Stanislawski, Zionism and the Fin-de-Siecle : Cosmopolitanism and Nationalism from
Nordau to Jabotinsky, (University of California Press, 2001).

21 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious - Narrative as a Social Symbolic Act
(Cornell University Press, 1981).

22 E.D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (Yale University Press, 1967) ; Pericles Lewis,
Modernism, Nationalism, and the Novel, (Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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implementing these ideas, this thesis will explore Amir’s use of ideology in his literature,
his social critique of Israel, and the use of marginal figures in his writing. Amir promoted
a detached primary (exclusively male) protagonist model in his literary work. This model
offers insight into the identity formation and cultural shifts of Hebrew youth in
Mandatory Palestine and Israel. It also reveals their disconnection from Judaism and
Left-wing Zionism. The theoretical literary model will be used to situate Amir’s literary
work on detached youth within the longer trajectory of those literary figures in Jewish
and Hebrew literature and politics. Hence, while the Zionist enterprise sought to
construct a new Jew on the soil of its ancient homeland to battle the imagined notion of
Jewish diasporic weakness, Amir’s literary work constantly challenged this notion by
portraying an alternative model. This alternative model depicted Hebrew youths who
often felt culturally detached from the changes within Israeli society while remaining
politically subversive. Thus, the new Hebrew became a continuation of the former figure
of the Talush, as depicted in the literary works of diasporic Hebrew writers, serving as a
positive model of detachment for Amir. While the Eastern European Talush, as depicted
by Brenner, Shufman, and Berdyczewski, acted as a cautionary model, Amir’s new
Hebrew depicted a positive detachment from the diasporic past.

In the theory of biographical writing, this thesis draws on the influential work of
Franck Salamah, Dame Hermione Lee, Derek Penslar, and Nitzan Lebovic.?? These

scholars take different approaches to biographical writing, ranging from the social and

2 Derek Jonathan Penslar, Theodor Herzl : the Charismatic Leader, (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2020) ;Salameh, Charles Corm ; Hermione Lee, Biography : a Very
Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009),102-105 ; Nitzan Lebovic,
Zionism and Melancholy: the Short Life of Israel Zarchi, (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2019).
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political conditions that created historical figures, the societies in which they operated,
the use of emotions as a biographical approach to understanding historical figures, to
the ways historical figures perceived themselves and the relations to their biographies.
This thesis uses these approaches to biographical writing to place Amir’s story as a
marginal figure in Israeli literature and politics, who, through his political and literary
work, criticized the failings of Zionism from the cultural margins.

Thus, in terms of methodologies, this thesis contextualizes Amir’s literary and
political work by borrowing tools from intellectual, Jewish, literary theory and history to
create a holistic approach to Amir’s life and work. By stressing the importance of context
in intellectual and literary biographies, the role of literature as historical and political
function, the importance of locating Right wing intellectual work within a larger Israeli
context, as well as the environment and the habitus in which Amir grew up, this thesis
asks to create a comprehensive image of Amir’s life and work on the backdrop of the
changes and challenges in Israeli society.

In terms of sources, this thesis draws on diverse, mainly unexplored primary
sources, including private journals, unpublished prose, poetry, and political writings, as
well as unpublished reports by the Israeli Secret Service, and interviews with family
members and associates of Amir. Central to this thesis is Amir’s archive in Gnazim,
which contains around 8,000 unpublished letters, journals, notebooks, manuscripts, and
other materials that have received little scholarly attention. These sources provide a rich
foundation for exploring Amir’s life and work, while secondary sources contextualize it
against the backdrop of Lithuania, Mandatory Palestine, and Israel.

Chapter synopsis
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Chapter 1: The One Named Aharon - Setting the stage for later discussions, this chapter

examines Amir’s familial history, childhood, and early youth from 1923 to 1940.
Raised in a home that emphasized the importance of the Hebrew language and culture,
Amir’s earliest experiences shaped his love of Hebrew and his firm dedication to it as
an essential element of his future Canaanite ideology. Furthermore, as a child in
Lithuania, Amir began his fascination with right-wing politics, joining the revisionist
Betar movement. Based on Amir’s youth diaries, after the family arrived in Mandatory
Palestine in 1934, Amir developed an early fascination with Italian Risorgimento
(Reconstruction) movement, Italian Fascism, and Hebrew myths. This early fascination,
in turn, helps establish the chronological and intellectual roots of Amir’s ideology while
uncovering similarities between his pre-Canaanite and post-Canaanite ideologies. Thus,
this chapter will contextualize Amir’s childhood against the backdrop of the rising
Hebrew movement and Hebrew education in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Lithuania, as well as his childhood in Mandatory Palestine and his early
intellectual fascination that would follow him through his life and work.

Chapter 2: The Young Hebrews 1940-1958 - As a student, Amir became more

politically active, joining the Lehi. Later, through a mutual friend, he met the poet
Yontan Ratosh and became his right-hand man in establishing the Young Hebrews
movement. Although a marginal figure at the movement’s beginning, Amir quickly
became an important figure within it, editing the movement’s periodical 4/ef and
advancing a more extreme, often violent approach until its dissolution in 1955.
Drawing on recently uncovered Israeli Secret Service reports and Amir’s writings, this

chapter will situate Amir within the group, a matter overlooked by the movement’s
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researchers. It will exemplify his importance in advancing its ideologies and its direct-
action approach.

Chapter 3: From Detachment to Destruction: Amir’s Literary Critique of the 1948

War (1948-1955) - This thematic chapter focuses on Aharon Amir’s early literary work.

The chapter will focus on Amir’s prose as a further avenue for his criticism of Zionism,
the disappointment experienced by Hebrews during the 1948 war, and Amir’s criticism of
Israeli culture. Although Amir argued that his literary work did not serve as a political
platform, this chapter argues that it certainly did. Lastly, contextualizing Amir’s literary
work within a larger context of Israeli critique regarding the 1948 and the establishment
of Israel will show that the uniqueness of his critique, voicing and depicting the trauma
experienced by Hebrew children, families, and to a certain extent, Palestinians, during
and after the war. In that, his critique exemplified that the trauma was experienced by all
parts of the society living in Mandatory Palestine and later Israel.

Chapter 4 - Keshet and the Post Canaanite period (Late 1953-1977): This chapter

will focus on Amir’s creation of the literary and cultural periodical Keshet (rainbow), in
1958-1977, reinstated in 1998 until Amir’s passing away in 2008. The periodical acted as
a stage for promising young Hebrew writers. This included publishing earlier works by
Amos Kenan (1927-2009), an author, columnist, and fellow Young Hebrews member, the
poetry of Alexander Penn (1906-1972), A staple of Israeli poetry, and Yonatan Ratosh
(1908-1981), a poet, and the leader of the young Hebrews. However, Keshet did not only
focus on literature and poetry but also printed many ideologically and politically driven

articles by figures such as figures such as the historian and Middle East scholar Nissim
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Rejwan (1924-2017) and the Cairo-born essayist and novelist Jacqueline Shohet
Kahanoff (1917-1979). Hence, while Amir once again argued that this platform was
strictly literary and cultural, this chapter will argue that Amir’s politics and world views
played an essential part in the periodical. This strategy exposed the readers to the Young
Hebrews’ ideas, such as Islam’s and Judaism’s colonial aspects. This chapter will
contribute to situating Amir as a distinctive figure in the Israeli literary scene who used
his editorial role to advance ideologies without becoming the sole mouthpiece for those
ideas.

Chapter 5 - Everything! Amir and the 1967 War: This chapter focus on Amir’s

political and journalistic activities from 1965 to 1968, mainly during and after the Six-
Day War, in which Israel colonized new territories in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,
resulting in a second Palestinian displacement, and assuming control over seven hundred
thousand Palestinians who remained in the occupied territories. For Amir, this was an
essential turning point in his political work as he grew closer to Israeli politics and
became better known for supporting Israeli colonization, consistently arguing that
Israel's reluctance to acknowledge its victories was debilitating it from embracing its
new role as a regional hegemonic force in the Middle East. However, it was not Amir
who changed his political views; it was Israel.

From 1965 onwards, Amir established the political group The Hebrew Thought
Club, which he renamed after 1967, The Headquarters for the Holding of the Occupied
Territories. Both groups revolved around the support for the colonization of the occupied
territories, as Amir envisioned this as another step in creating the new Hebrew nation.

These early movements to support Israeli colonization were to become the influential
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“Land of Isracl Movement,” a political group created to further support the post-1967
colonization by a mixture of political activists, poets, and writers. This included figures
such as Nathan Alterman (1910-1970), considered the national poet, novelist, and poet;
Haim Gouri (1923-2018), the Socialist-Zionist political leader; Yitzhak Tabenkin (1888-
1971); and the Warsaw Anti-Nazi resistance leader Zivia Lubetkin (1914-1946). This
chapter indicates Amir’s turning point from a marginal figure to a figure accepted into
Israeli society, with his ideas regarding the greater land of Ever, becoming somewhat
more accepted.

Chapter 6 - The New Hebrew Man: This thematic chapter focuses on Amir’s

prose, which he implemented to create a new literary figure, the new Hebrew youth,
through his trilogy Noon. As argued earlier, after the Six-Day War, Amir argued that
Israel lacked the political will to assume its position as a hegemonic force in the Middle
East and to maintain control over the occupied territories. However, if Israeli citizens
were not prepared to fulfill Israel's “greater” role in 1967, then who was? The answer lay
within the model of the New Hebrew youth. In his writing, Amir presented a model of the
New Hebrew that diverged from the conventional Sabra model, which served as the
dominant archetype of Jewish youth in both literary and real contexts from the 1930s
onwards. To battle the diasporic roots that shaped the new Jew, Amir created a literary
model of a right-leaning, aggressive Jew, free of his diasporic roots, ready to take the
action needed to revolutionize his state. In response, literary critics argued that Amir
presented a model that was missing from the Hebrew literary canon and, perhaps, from
the state. Here, Amir not only brought together ideology and literature but created a

literary model that remains largely unexplored in Hebrew literature.
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Chapter 7 - “Streams from Lebanon”: Amir’s Minority Pact (1972-1984): This

chapter focuses on Amir’s work and relations with the Lebanese Maronites group in
advancing a minority pact in the Middle East, becoming the central focus of his political
efforts until 1983. To achieve the pact and fortify his stance in Israeli-Maronite relations,
Amir created two groups. The first, The Israeli Public Committee for Lebanon, a
philanthropic-based group that he renamed in 1982 to Interaction, a political-intellectual-
literary network with prominent Israeli and Christian Lebanese figures such as the Israeli
poet Haim Gouri, Lebanese poet and linguist Said Akl (pronounced ‘Aql), Maronite
intellectuals May and Alfred Murr, and the ideologist of the Guardians of the Cedar
militant group, Abu-Arz. In that, Amir once again intertwined political pursuits with
literary and cultural endeavors, as evidenced in his poetry about Lebanon and his
intellectual-literary networks. According to records held in the Israel State Archives,
Amir served as a non-official advisor and liaison in Israeli-Maronite relations, which
were imperative before and during the 1982 First Lebanon War. This chapter will
contribute to understanding Maronite-Israeli relations, their connection to the First

Lebanon War, and Amir’s role in this connection.
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Chapter 1: “The One Named Aharon” (1923-1940)

“Well, as I have already hinted, I saw myself as an author-to-be almost from the
moment I first crawled into consciousness.” (Aharon Amir, Ov, 1994)

Aharon Lipetz was born on May 7, 1923, in Kaunas, Lithuania, to Dov Lipetz, a Zionist
activist who was involved in the Hebrew educational system, and Batya (Bertha)
Iztikson, a pharmacist. He was the couple's only child. He would later change his last
name to the Hebrew-sounding Amir in the late 1940s, to further sever his diasporic
roots.?* In various interviews, Amir avoided speaking of his childhood in Lithuania. His
spouse, Bettin Amir, and his children corroborate this, stating that he seldom spoke about
the subject.? It is beyond the historian's ability to determine whether Amir retained
childhood memories or suppressed them in an attempt to sever ties with his diasporic
Jewish past. However, to understand Amir’s later intellectual development, mainly his
integration of literature and ideology, one should not forgo this formative period. By
examining his familial background and the cultural and intellectual environment of his
upbringing in the 1920s and early 1930s, in Lithuania, a hotbed of Jewish culture at the
time, and later Mandatory Palestine, where the family immigrated to in the 1930s, we can
contextualize his formative years.

At ten years old, Amir joined the right-wing Betar movement. This early
fascination with right-wing politics followed him to Mandatory Palestine, where he later
joined the Etzl. Furthermore, from early adolescence, the fascination with right-wing

politics, strength and a notion of a new model to replace the diaspora Jew, often depicted

24 Although still named Aharon Lipetz in childhood, I refer to him by his later last name,
Amir to avoid confusion between father and son. (0.K)

25 Bettine Amir, Interview on Zoom, June 19, 2023 ; Avishag Amir, Interview on Zoom,
June 27, 2023.
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as weak and effeminate, also frequently appeared in his writings, as part of his school
assignments and in private, often implementing models such as Sparta and Italian
regeneration to his vision of the new state and the role of its youth. Finally, as a young
adult, Amir became further involved in right-wing politics, leading him to join a milieu
that would later turn into the Young Hebrews group, explored in the next chapter.
Although Amir would eventually forgo his fascination with Sparta and Italy, as
Mussolini's alliance with Hitler and Nazi Germany became apparent, his right-wing
politics and his use of literature to convey ideology would remain ever-present in his
adulthood.

Thus, key features that emerge in Amir’s childhood and adolescence, mainly his
involvement in right-wing politics and later literature, in opposition and as a form of
rebellion against his family’s labor-Zionist approach, his fascination with primordial
Hebrew myths of Jewish strength and resilience, such as the Bar-Kochva myth and the
idea of a new Jew, and his eventual intended departure from his Eastern European
childhood and heritage, framing himself as a Hebrew in contrast to the image of the
diasporic Jew all play an essential part in his future political and literary work.

Situating Amir’s upbringing and Zionist and Hebrew-oriented education in
Lithuania and later Mandatory Palestine highlights his early formation within socialist-
oriented Zionist circles committed to transforming Jewish life along socialist lines. What
set Amir apart from both his family and many of his peers is the fact that, from an early
age and independently of his socialist-oriented upbringing and education, Amir became
fascinated with right-wing politics. This included Revisionist politics, as depicted by his

adoration of Vladimir (Ze’ev) Jabotinsky, the poetry of Uri Zvi Greenberg, and the
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political writings of Abba Ahimeir. He would later become highly fascinated with the
idea of Italian unification (Risorgimento), which he saw as a model for Hebrew
unification in Eretz Yisrael, and Italian fascism as a model for disciplined social
mobilization and national regeneration. Scholars such as Daniel Heller and Eran Kaplan
explored the importance of Italian Fascism and its connection to the Italian Risorgimento,
arguing that many Revisionists viewed them as models for Hebrew reconstruction and its
role among Betar’s youth.?® Amir’s journals, writings, and the early ideology he adopted
further illuminate the importance of the Italian-Hebrew ideological connection. Thus, in
terms of Intellectual pursuits, young Amir was fascinated by the ideas of the new man,
focusing on the new Hebrew youth, an interest he would carry into adulthood.

While correlation does not infer causation, this chapter seeks to trace some of
Amir’s earliest ideological and cultural interests, such as Jewish right-wing politics and
the notion of the new Jew in opposition to the diasporic Jew, to argue that these early
interests contributed to his intellectual growth and would assume an essential role in his
intellectual life mainly in the association between ideology, literature, and culture. Before
addressing Amir's childhood, this chapter examines his family history and the
environment in which he grew up.

Dov and Batya Lipetz

Amir’s father, Dov Lipetz, was born on August 23, 1897, in Kaunas, Lithuania, in the
Vilna Governorate, ruled by the Russian Empire after the third partition of Poland and

Lithuania in 1795, to Aharon Lipetz, after whom Amir was named, a tradesman, and

28 Daniel Kupfert Heller, Jabotinsky’s Children: Polish Jews and the Rise of Right-Wing
Zionism (Princeton University Press, 2017); Eran Kaplan, The Jewish radical right:
Revisionist Zionism and its ideological legacy (University of Wisconsin Press, 2005).
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Dvora Dolnitzki. The family belonged to the lower-middle class, as Lipetz’s father was
an independent tradesman. Lipetz had nine siblings, three of whom perished in the
holocaust. Through a family tree created by Lipetz and kept in his archives, he traced his
familial roots to mid-nineteenth-century Kaunas.?’

By the mid-nineteenth century, when Lipetz was born, Jews in Lithuania were
economically, culturally, and linguistically integrated into Lithuanian society while
preserving their distinct religious and communal traditions.?® By 1850, Lithuania, mainly
Kaunas, became a central hub for Jewish intellectual activity, which Simon Dubnow
called “hegemonic centers.”?® German enlightenment ideas began to flow to Lithuania
from the late eighteenth century onwards, paving the way for the Haskalah movement,
the Jewish form of enlightenment, among Lithuanian Jewry. Initially embraced by
amateur intellectuals in the nineteenth century, Haskalah principles gained wider
acceptance by the mid-century, leading many to view the Litvaks, a name for Lithuanian
Jews, as nonconformists who valued a rationalist approach over an emotionalist

temperament, valued free thought and its incorporation into Jewish culture both through

2" Dov Lipetz, My Memories - an Autobiography (Segments) in Hand-Writing (Zichronoti
- Autobiography Bekhtav Yad), Original Manuscript, Date Unknown, The Aharon Amir
Collection, Box No. K-76874, Item No. 257249, File 352, Gnazim Archive, 1-2.

28 Jurgita Siauditinaité-Verbickiené, “The Establishment of the Community and the
Beginning of the Regulation of the Legal Status of the Jews,” in The History of Jews in
Lithuania: From the Middle Ages to the 1990s, ed. Vladas Sirutavi¢ius, Darius Stalitinas,
and Jurgita Siauéinnaite-Verbickiené (Brill Publishing, 2019), Dovid Katz, Lithuanian
Jewish culture, (Vilnius: Baltos Lankos, 2010)

29 Benjamin Nathans and Gabriella Safran, “A New Look at East European Jewish
Culture,” in Culture Front : Representing Jews in Eastern Europe, ed. Benjamin Nathans
and Gabriella Safran (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 1.
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Haskalah and in their Yeshivot.?° In this environment, Dov Lipetz was born in 1897,
inspiring his interest in Hebrew culture, literature, and Jewish society.

According to his memories, Lipetz and the rest of the family’s children were
educated in a Heder. This elementary education framework taught Jewish children the
central doctrines of Judaism. It was essential to Jewish socialization and the children’s
religious lives. In the Heder and at home, Lipetz first began his fascination with Hebrew
as he received private Hebrew lessons from his uncle, David Lipetz - a passionate
advocate for the revival of Hebrew. Lipetz’s exposure to the language from a young age
sparked a lifelong fascination and commitment to its study. By age five, he regularly
attended prayer services and listened to lectures from distinguished rabbis who visited
Kaunas. In 1903, at the age of ten, he began to formally study Hebrew under Menachem
Moshe Silaman (?-1930), a Hebrew educator and Zionist supporter. Captivated by his
teacher’s Zionist tendencies, he began to view himself as a Zionist. He would later state
in his diary, now found among his son’s papers, that he believed he should devote his
life's work to his people and advancing social and cultural progress. To bring about this
change, he committed himself to promoting Jewish progress from a young age, primarily
through advancing Hebrew, Jewish youth groups, and, later, education.3!

In his diary and memories, Lipetz argued that the early Hebrew education Lipetz
sought for himself and his desire to advance Hebrew among his peers led him to create

his first Hebrew-oriented group, named Lapid (Torch), at the age of ten, and a later group

30 Shmuel Feiner, The Jews and Enlightenment (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011),
1-3, Masha Greenbaum, The Jews of Lithuania: a history of a remarkable community,
1316-1945, (Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 1995)

31 Dov Lipetz, My Memories, 5 and Dov Lipetz, Diary 1915-1917, Original Manuscript,
1915-1922, The Aharon Amir Collection, Box No. K-76785, Item No. 257250, File 3528,
Gnazim Archive, 59 and 76.
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when he was thirteen, named Patah (A Hebrew vowel). These youth-based attempts at
cultural work among his fellow Jewish youths in Kaunas would eventually become the
family’s intellectual calling.’? A few years later, in 1911, Lieptz joined Tze irei Zion
(Youth of Zion, or the Young Zionists), a Socialist-Zionist youth group founded in the
early twentieth century in the Russian Empire by Yosef Sprinzak. The Lithuanian branch
of the movement was formed in 1909 in Lithuania, which, as mentioned, was a hotbed of
Jewish politics and intellectuals at the time and thus receptive to new ideas. Lithuania’s
group comprised around four hundred members, many under eighteen. Ideologically, the
Lithuanian branch was somewhat removed from its strict socialist tendencies, focusing
more on culture and affirming the importance of the Jewish diaspora while working for
the descent to Eretz Yisrael. Hence, young Lipetz was dedicated to advancing Hebrew
culture, an idea Amir would later advance himself, and Zionism, which Amir sought to
battle throughout his life.?3

On June 28, 1914, the First World War began, and in the spring and summer of
1915, as the Western Front became engaged in trench warfare, the German armies turned
to the Eastern Front, leading to the expulsion of the Russian tsarist armies from
Lithuania. Due to that, on November 22, 1915, the Lipetz family left Kaunas, heading to
the port city of Henichesk, Ukraine. There, Lipetz met his future wife and Amir’s future

mother, Batya (Bertha) Iztikson, who was then a promising pharmacy student. 3*

32 Lipetz, Diary 1915-1917, 38 ; Lipetz, My Memories, 15.

33 Avraham Lewinson, “Bereshit Ha’Tnua (In the Beginning of the Movement)” Ben-
Yehuda Project, No Date, Accessed 12/4/23, https://benyehuda.org/read/9417 ; Eliezer
Kaplan,Vision and Deed - From Days Gone by ,Ben-Yehuda Project, Published 1973,
Accessed 12/4/23, https://benyehuda.org/read/34699 ; Israel Ritov, Chapters in the
History of the Zion Youth Movement (Am Oved Publishing, 1964), 9.

3 Lipetz, My Memories - an Autobiography, part 2 of 3, 15-16.
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The Iztikson family had a higher socio-economic standing than the Lipetz’s,
thanks to owning salt mining rights in the region. When quick-witted and strong-willed,
as described by the grandchildren, Batya sought a Latin teacher; Lipetz offered his
services. On November 26, 1920, they married. The couple returned to the Iztikson
family home in Henichesk, Ukraine, where they spent the next two years.?’ In a diary
entry from the same date, he contemplated the character his wife should hold. He wrote,
“I want her to be Hebrew in mind and body. Our life should be a life of pure (Jewish)
nationalism (Leumiut Tehora). The Hebrew Language, Hebrew Literature, Hebrew Art,
the Hebrew Home, and soon also, the land of Israel will completely occupy our lives.”3
According to her grandchildren, Iztikson had a strong will and character as well as a
sense of humor and a keen sense of sarcasm. They described her as a powerful and
influential force within the family, with a keen eye for financial matters. Although
Iztikson had a promising future as a pharmacist, She ultimately had to abandon her
career, as instructed by her husband, to fulfill her responsibilities as a wife and mother.3”

According to Lipetz’s diary, between 1920 and 1922, as the Russian Revolution
raged, Lipetz taught history in a public school in Henichesk, where the family lived in
relative comfort due to the Iztiksons’ wealth. In July of 1922, the couple decided to return
to the Lipetz family home in Kaunas, Lithuania. Thanks to Batya's uncle, a seasoned
revolutionary working for the Communist regime, they were able to secure passage back.
Unfortunately, when they arrived in Kaunas on July 9th, 1922, they were met with

devastating news: both of Dov’s parents, Aharon and Dvora Lipetz, had passed away two

% Lipetz, My Memories - an Autobiography, part 2 of 3, 17 ; Dov Lipetz, Diary 1915-
1917, 126.

% Lipetz, Diary 1915-1917, 124.

87 Avishag Amir, Interview on Zoom, By Ofri Krischer, June 27, 2023.
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weeks apart due to typhus. Lipetz was devastated by the news, as this was his last journal
entry. While dealing with the grief of being suddenly orphaned, Lipetz dove into new
pedagogical and communal ventures with tremendous fervor. Having previously taught in
Henichesk and Kherson, Lipetz took a position in a Jewish gymnasium in Ukmergein, in
Vilnius County, Lithuania, where he worked as an administrator from 1923 to 1925. In
1925, he assumed a new position as a general manager for the Zionist Tarbut Jewish
school system, established on Zionist ideology and taught exclusively in Hebrew.3®

Thus, the Lipetz family was an adherent Lithuanian Jewish family that actively
participated in labor-oriented Zionist politics. Later in life, Amir would depart from this
familial tradition, carving a path of his own through right-wing politics. Thus, a tension
would remain between father and son. This not only represents Amir’s story but is a trope
of Jewish modernity in which many children departed from their familial political and
cultural heritage as a form of rebellion and as part of their desire to carve their own path.

Birth and Early Childhood (1923-1933)

On September 10, 1923, the Lipetzs welcomed their first and only child, Aharon Lipetz,
named after his late grandfather, born in Kaunas, Lithuania.? As will be explored in later
chapters, he spent much of his adult life concealing his Lithuanian roots, eventually
changing his last name to Amir, a Hebrew-Arabic name meaning "tree top" or "ruler" in
Muslim culture. Despite his best concealment efforts, his birth certificate reveals that he

was born in the Jewish diaspora under the diasporic name Lipetz.

38 Zalkin, “Ideological Differentiation between Jewish Schools,” 317-325.
3 Although the family lived in Ukmergéin at the time, Aharon’s birth certificate was
issued in Kaunas, which means his mother gave birth in Kaunas and not Ukmergéin (0.k)
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In a middle school essay, Amir described his earliest memories, his relationship
with his mother, and the family's unwavering commitment to Hebrew language and
culture. This reflection highlights personal insights and situates his experiences within a
broader context of cultural identity and familial bonds:

It seems to me that with my mother’s milk, I suckled the Hebrew language

and the Hebrew national sentiment. The first words uttered from my

mouth were purely Hebrew. Until a late age, I did not speak any other

language, not an unusual notion in the diaspora, and in this zeal for the

Hebrew language and for the national and cultural heritage of the Hebrews

in which I was educated and raised, I still hold to it to this day.*’

Amir’s earliest life is further documented in an undated note by his mother, now found in
his archives, where she wrote:

The one named Aharon. This Aharon was born screaming and shouting. When he

was four years old, he traveled with his mother to Russia (of course, we forgot to

mention Aharon was a true Hebrew), where he forgot most of his Hebrew. When
he returned to his hometown, Kaunas, he remembered a single word: “finger.”

Within two weeks, he began speaking Hebrew again. When he was five, we

enrolled him in kindergarten, which he finished at six and a half... We enrolled

him in preparatory class C in the Hebrew Gymnasium when he was seven and a

half. He studied reasonably well.*!

Amir’s journey to his grandmother’s house in Henichesk, which was then part of the
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, is further detailed in the school essay. In it, Amir
reflected on the beauty of the Sea of Azov, the starkness of Lithuania in contrast to the
vibrant life of Riga, Latvia, and the sunny, joyful times he experienced in Crimea. He
also mentions that during his five months in Henichesk, he completely forgot his Hebrew

and started speaking Russian instead. In hindsight, this was presumably quite an

embarrassing admission for a “true Hebrew,” as his mother jokingly referred to him.

40 Aharon Amir, “My Life”, August 23, 1937, The Aharon Amir Collection, Item
No0.256691, File 34378, Gnazim Archive.

41 Batya Lipetz, “Ahad Beshem Aharon (One Named Aharon),” Original document, Date
Unknown, The Aharon Amir Collection, Item No. 258429, File 87737, Gnazim Archive.
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When he returned to Kaunas in late 1927, the family, primarily his father, was
concerned that he had forgotten his Hebrew. In 1928, the Lipetz family enrolled Amir in
a Hebrew kindergarten overseen by the Tarbut school system. According to Lipetz's
autobiography, his desire was for his son to receive a Hebrew-based education from an
early age, with the primary goal of preventing him from acculturating into the Yiddish
language and, therefore, culture, which many Lithuanian Jews strongly opposed as a
national language for their community.*?

Lipetz, who worked for Tarbut and later wrote about it, described the
circumstances that created the Tarbut school system in Lithuania. He argued that “The
Hebrew School in independent Lithuania was a spontaneous creation, the outcome of a
national awakening of the masses of Jews that returned from exile in Russia 1920-
1922.”% Lipetz argued that Jews who returned from exile in Russia and were adherent
Zionists imported with them the idea of a Hebrew education to Lithuania. This notion is
further supported by a memorandum published on March 16, 1926, highlighting Tarbut's
primary ideological connection. It states that "the connection between our educational
institutions and our cultural Histadrut (union) is based on the revival of the Hebrew
movement as a public and national movement.” The memorandum asserts that most

Hebrew cultural and intellectual efforts should be directed toward the youth and that "An

42 Lipetz, My Memories - an Autobiography: Hashlamot (add-ons), 4.

43 Dov Lipetz, “Hebrew Education in Lithuania, 1920-1940,” in Lithuanian Jewry, Vol.2,
Eds. Yaakov Ulaysky, Mordecai Elishiv (Fridman), Leib Garfunkel, Rafacl Hasman, Dov
Lipetz, Israel Kaplan, Dr. Yaakov Rabinson (Tel-Aviv: The Association of The
Lithuanian Jews in Israel, 1972), 122.
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unceasing influence on the Hebrew youth is necessary" to promote Hebrew cultural and
linguistic revival.**

According to his Lithuanian school report card, found among his father’s
belongings, it seems that Amir thrived in his studies and was accepted into the
preparatory program for the first grade at Tarbut’s Hebrew gymnasium in mid-1929
when he was six and a half, fulfilling his father’s wishes that he receives a Hebrew and
Zionist education. He accelerated in Hebrew history, literature, and Bible studies, and
was “a developed child who speaks Hebrew beautifully and paints well.”*> Many of
Amir’s school notebooks portray beautifully crude, detailed pen drawings, primarily of
Zionist figures, such as Jabotinsky, whom Amir idolized, and other Jewish mythical and
Bible-based characters. Although he never developed his painting talent, it is evident that
young Amir showed an artistic gift from a young age. However, while he fared well in
school, it was the Lithuanian language classes imposed on minorities living in Lithuania
that Amir found challenging, earning him failed grades and the contempt of what he
described as “my fat, yellow-haired, mustached, and kind-hearted Lithuanian teacher that
did not obtain any satisfaction (Nahat) from me.”*® Amir would ultimately revisit the
image of the displeased educator in his literary work Noon, seeking to reconcile past
resentments through his youthful protagonist taking revenge on his teacher.

One evocative story Amir recited during his 85th birthday celebration provides

insight into his non-conformist character, a trait that would develop and intensify

4 «“To All the Hebrew Schools, the Branches, and Communal Workers of ‘Tarbut’ in
Lithuania,” 1926, YIVO Archives, Records of the Tarbut Hebrew Teachers Seminary, RG
23, Box 83, Folder 1588.

45 Aharon Amir, “My Life”, August 23, 1937.

46 Aharon Amir, “My Life”, August 23, 1937.
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throughout his life. In September 1931, Israel’s future national poet, Hayim Nahman
Bialik, arrived in Kaunas, Lithuania. He traveled to Europe for medical procedures and to
promote Moznayim (Scales), a Hebrew literary journal of the Writers Association in
Mandatory Palestine. Lithuanian Jews honored Bialik as a national hero, treating his
visits as a national holiday. This was especially true for the children of Tarbut, Amir
among them, as they were allowed to miss school to greet Bialik when he arrived at
Kaunas’ train station. When he arrived at the station, members of the various Zionist
youth groups waited for him with signs and flowers.*” In a letter to his wife, Manya,
Bialik mentioned that the celebrations were “Overall, much noise.”*® However, that day,
one encounter with a young Hebrew boy foreshadowed the youth’s future endeavors.
Amir told the audience gathered to celebrate his 85th birthday that, when he was
eight years old, in 1931, he accompanied his father on a walk through Kaunas when they
happened upon Bialik. As Lipetz knew Bialik through his work with Tarbut, they stopped
and chatted briefly. Amir, who had learned the Bible in school and excelled in that
subject, looked up at Bialik and boldly asked, "Is it true that you are crazy?" Bialik was
taken aback and visibly embarrassed by the youngling’s question. Amir, who received a
menacing glare from his father, quickly tried to clarify that he was quoting Hosea 9:7:
"The prophet is a fool; the man of the spirit is mad."4’ In Hebrew, "man of the spirit" (Ish
Ruh) refers not only to spiritually oriented people but also to artists, writers, poets, and

other humanists. Amir logically deduced that since Bialik was a giant of Hebrew poetry,

47 Avner Holtzman, Hayim Nahman Bialik: Poet of Hebrew (Yale University Press,
2017), 192-193.

8 Holtzman, Hayim Nahman Bialik, 192.

49 Book of Hosea 9:7 (KJ21).
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he must be a man of spirit and, therefore, mad. Amir noted that this was the only time his
father slapped him.

Nonetheless, the non-conformist spirit that manifested at such a young age would
accompany him throughout his life and career. While this anecdote also exemplifies the
cultural and intellectual richness of early twentieth-century Kaunas, Europe was
changing, and the Lipetz family began to realize that their time in Lithuania was coming
to an end, setting their sights on Eretz Yisrael. However, before leaving for Mandatory
Palestine, the Lipetzs attended the Eighteenth Zionist Congress held in Prague. Amir was
very excited that his parents attended the Congress. In the same year, when he was ten
years old, he became involved in Zionist right-wing politics by joining the Betar youth
movement.

Betar was established in 1923 in Poland by Aharon Propes, a Polish Jewish youth,
headed by Vladimir (Ze’ev) Jabotinsky. By 1928, Betar branches were spread across
Europe, with the first official Lithuanian branch meeting held on May 27, 1929.5° As
Daniel Heller showed, Betar was one of the most popular Jewish youth movements in
Eastern Europe, mainly in Poland, yet by the 1930s many Jews began to view it as the

(13

most controversial Jewish youth movement due to the movement’s “militaristic ethos,
vehement opposition to socialism, and authoritarian leadership cult for the founder of

right wing Zionism, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, led many of their opponents... to describe its

%0 “Betar Lithuania, First National Meeting Protocol,” 27.5.1929, in Jabotinsky Institue in
Israel Archives, the Betar Lithuania collection, File no. B1-
30,https://www.jabotinsky.org/%D7%90%D7%A8%D7%9B%D7%99%D7%95%D7%9
F/%D7%93%D7%A4%D7%93%D7%95%D7%A3-
%D7%91%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%92-
%D7%94%D7%AA%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%9D/?section=%D7%9 1 &arc=44
&itemlId=53905, (accessed 10.18.2024).
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members as “Jewish fascists”.”>! These were Amir’s first steps in the Jewish youth
movements. His adherence to right-wing politics, fascination with Jabotinsky, and
experience with the power of right-wing youth politics would play a vital role in his
writing and ideology as an adult.

On August 23, 1933, now interested in Jewish right-wing politics as part of the
right-wing Betar youth movement in Kaunas, Amir wrote to his father, as the eighteenth
Zionist congress was in session, asking, “How are things in the Zionist congress? How is
Jabotinsky? Send him regards from Betar Kaunas and me.”>? Four days later, on August
27, 1933, Amir proudly wrote to his father, further describing with passion his activities
in Betar, explaining that he and forty Betar members had bought supplies for a march
they were planning. Further, Amir noted that he attended meetings and marches held by
the youth movement.> This interest in right-wing politics and his adoration of Jabotinsky
would become a central focus of his writing and ideology from the mid-1930s onwards.

Thus, although Amir’s family were adherent Zionists who sought to educate and
immerse their son in Jewish culture through their dedication to the Hebrew language and
Zionist activity, Amir already began to carve his own path in life, attracted by right-wing
politics. This was in direct contrast to his family’s labor-Zionist politics. He would carry
these notions well into adulthood, making them an essential part of his political and
literary work.

The Journey to Mandatory Palestine (Late 1933-1934)

*! Daniel Kupfert Heller, Jabotinsky’s Children: Polish Jews and the Rise of Right-Wing
Zionism (Princeton University Press, 2017), 2.

%2 Aharon Amir to Batya and Dov Lipetz, August 23, 1933, The Aharon Amir Collection,
Box No.87691, Item No. 258412, File 352, Gnazim Archive.

3 Aharon Amir to Batya and Dov Lipetz, August 23, 1933, The Aharon Amir Collection,
Box No0.87691, Item No. 258412, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
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Due to the rise of Hitler and the Nazi party and financial difficulties, as Tarbut
owed Lipetz eleven months of pay, Lipetz decided the family should immigrate to
Mandatory Palestine. Uneasily, he moved on his own before bringing over his son and
wife. In early November, a month after the 1933 Palestine riots, Lipetz arrived in
Mandatory Palestine.

The correspondence between father and son after Lipetz arrived in Mandatory
Palestine further exemplifies Amir’s early interest in journalism and right-wing politics.
In a letter dated January 7, 1934, Amir was excited about his father’s arrival in Tel Aviv,
a city that in his literature would come to represent Hebrew modernity. In his letter, Amir
wrote, “Father Dearest, you have arrived in Tel Aviv, the Hebrew city! It is just a shame
that Tel Aviv’s municipality did not break off from Jaffa’s Arab municipality...”*
exemplifying the education he received in Betar before quickly moving to ask for stamps
and newspapers, mainly the revisionist, right-leaning Hazit HaAm (The People’s Front),
threatening, as he wrote “Also send me the latest copy of Hazit Ha’am and if not I shall
cease writing you letters and I will boycott you, so you have been warned!”>* He further
expressed frustration that other children took the newspapers his father sent him before
he could thoroughly read them. He would carry this fascination with journalism well into
adulthood.

His last school report from the Hebrew Gymnasium in Kovno, 1933-1934, further
exemplifies his future interests and talents. Amir excelled in Hebrew, history, Bible

studies, and leadership skills. However, he underperformed in mathematics and

% Aharon Amir to Dov Lipetz, January 7, 1934, The Aharon Amir Collection, Box
No.87691, Item No. 258412, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
5% Aharon Amir to Dov Lipetz, January 7, 1934, The Aharon Amir Collection, Box
No0.87691, Item No. 258412, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
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Lithuanian and German language studies, as the family spoke strictly Hebrew at home.
This underperformance led the school’s pedagogical council to request a Lithuanian,
German, and mathematics summer exam to provide Amir with a passing grade.
Presumably, happily, Amir would never take that exam.>

Between 1932 and 1939, also known in Zionist circles as the Fifth Aliyah,
brought between 186,000 and 250,000 new Jewish immigrants, mainly from Germany
and Poland, mostly middle-class Jews, as Amir’s family was. From 1933, with the rise of
the German Nazi party and worsening conditions for Jews in Germany and Europe, the
British Mandate government under the direction of High Commissioner Sir Arthur
Wauchope, who supported the Zionist enterprise, began to work through a “schedule,”
and provided the Jewish agency with certificates for legal Jewish immigration. The
mandate government provided Certificates to those who could demonstrate financial
stability, those who worked in the free professions, and students who would study and
support themselves.>’

At eleven years old, on August 26, 1934, Amir wrote to his father, informing him
that he and his mother had departed from Kaunas on August 19 and arrived in Berlin the
following day. In his letter, Amir noted that his mother had requested an extension to
remain in Germany until September 7. He described his time in Berlin as enjoyable,
expressing fascination with the city's modernity and his visit to the Berlin Zoo. They
reached Karlsbad, which was then part of Germany and is now known as Karlovy Vary in

the Czech Republic, on September 7, just in time to celebrate Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish

% “Report Card for a Third Grade Student,” 1933-1934, he Aharon Amir Collection, Box
No.87691, Item No. 258689, File 352, Gnazim Archive.

57 Aviva Halamish, “Was 1933 a Turning Point in Zionist Immigration Policy?” Iyunim
Bitkumat Israel 3 (1993): 98-113.
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new year. While the remainder of their journey in Europe remains undocumented,
Lipetz’s autobiography and government records indicate that Amir and his mother
arrived at the Tel Aviv port on October 1, 1934, aboard the Pilzna, operated by the Italian
company Lloyd Triestino, which sailed from Trieste in northeastern Italy.*® Upon
arriving, Amir committed to a transformative journey that erased his diasporic identity.
He dedicated the remainder of his adult life to reconstructing his identity, actively
embracing a new Hebrew identity that contrasted with his previous experiences and
heritage.

Adolescence in Mandatory Palestine (1934-1936)

A few days after Amir and arrived in Mandatory Palestine at the age of eleven, Lipetz, an
educator himself and a firm believer in the importance of culture and education, enrolled
him in the Herzliya Hebrew Gymnasium, the first Hebrew high school in Eretz Yisrael,
situated at the intersection of Herzl and Ah’ad Ha’am streets in Tel Aviv.

Education in general, and Hebrew education in particular, was an essential part of
Zionist aspirations, as schools transmitted new ideas of Jewish nationalism to the youth in
the hopes of transforming them into new Jews. Ernest Gellner argues that education is a
powerful mechanism through which a society imparts its cultural values on individuals,
mainly children, enabling them to integrate into the society.> Focusing specifically on
the context of Mandatory Palestine, Yoni Furas argues that education functioned as both

an instrumental mechanism for the cultural education of both Jews and Palestinians,

%8 Aharon Amir to Dov Lipetz, August 26, 1934, The Aharon Amir Collection, Box
No.87691, Item No. 258412, File 352, Gnazim Archive; “Immigrant Register 1934 (July-
December) Tel Aviv,” The Central Zionist Archives, File no. S104/577,
https://www.archives.gov.il/search/0b071706809dbdbb.

% Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Blackwell, 1983), 36.

4



while also aiming to ‘nativize’ the new Jew. This nativization through education focused
on those who immigrated to Palestine to embody the ideals and identity of a nascent
national Hebrew culture.®

During his time at the Gymnasium, Amir’s curriculum, which was common in
Mandatory Palestine’s educational system, reflected Zionist educational principles. The
students studied the three languages used in Mandatory Palestine: Hebrew, English, and
Arabic. In terms of education, there was a mix of humanists, with a strong focus on
Jewish-related topics such as Bible studies and Jewish history, exact sciences such as
algebra and biology, and agricultural and manual skills such as gardening, land
cultivation, and woodworking. Lastly, focusing on the fine arts included drawing and
music, mainly singing, A known Labor-Zionist pastime. In opposition to the bible-based
curriculum that Amir’s father received in the Heder, the gymnasium’s curriculum
reflected a desire to create well-rounded individuals, resembling the studies Amir pursued
in Kovno’s Zionist-oriented Hebrew Tarbut Gymnasium. 5!

As a youth, Amir devoted much of his time to writing, both for school and in his
own time. His earliest recorded essays, as part of his schoolwork, date back to 1934,
when he was twelve years old, and exemplify his unconforming character and early
interest in ideologies such as the idea of a new Hebrew and his fascination with right-
wing politics. When he was eleven years old, on December 24, 1934, Amir wrote an
assignment comparing the societies of Sparta and Athens. He argued that while in Athens

the rule of law rested in the hands of the citizens, which led to social growth through

0 Yoni Furas, Educating Palestine: Teaching and Learning History under the Mandate
(Oxford University Press, 2020).

61 Aharon Amir, “Study Notebooks - Herzliya Gymnasium From the 1930s,” The Aharon
Amir Collection, Item No. 258264, File 352, Gnazim Archive.

43



philosophy and art, Sparta's ruling elite implemented law-making to subjugate its
citizens, leading to a more militant, focused society. Although Athens was a more
culturally developed society, he found Sparta to be a stronger state, which impressed him,
mainly because it trained its youth to withstand hardships and battle.®?> Amir would return
to the idea of Sparta as an ideal society around the beginning of the Second World War
and reflect on the ideology that led him to this early fascination with the city-state and its
people.

Connecting between the ideals of Sparta and an imagined Hebrew state, on
December 14, 1935, a week before Hanukkah, Amir wrote a short essay, “What Do the
Hanukkah Candles Obligate Us to Do?”% In the essay, he argued that the Hannhuka
candles reminded him of the bravery of the Maccabees and of “a free and vibrant people,
with common sense, sensible actions, a healthy body, and a brave and strong soul.”%*
Juxtaposing the robust ancient Jewish existence to the perceived fragility of the modern
diasporic one, he argued that each of the ancient Jews was “able to stand his ground,
defending their position with stubbornness, courage, sacrifice, and dedication.”% When
answering the question "What do the candles obligate us?" he argued that "when the
Hebrew stands before the Chanukah candles, he must feel his grand destiny, the great
deed he must accomplish." Furthermore, the candles obligated us to ensure that “The
Hebrew people will be free and reinvigorated - their thoughts clear and honest, their

strength great, their sword is unsheathed, their lives healthy, their spirit is right within

62 Aharon Amir, "Written work,” December 24, 1934, The Aharon Amir Collection, Item
No. 258564, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
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their hearts.”%® Stressing his dedication to the idea of the new Hebrew man based on the
Maccabees model, Amir wrote, “Here comes the new and ideal Hebrew!”¢’

As Mikhal Dekel argues, early Zionists often invoked the myth of the Maccabees
to hark back to a glorious, yet imagined, Jewish past that bridged the struggles of the
Maccabees and those of modern Jews. In essence, the model for the new Jew was found
in pre-modern society and transported and reimagined to serve as guidance for the
construction of a new society.®® This is further supported by Yael Zerubavel, who argues
that the Zionist interpretation of Jewish history is essential in understanding the
legitimization of the new political agenda and Hebrewism, or nativization of Jews in
Eretz Yisrael, that is, turning from traditional Jewish interpretation of the past by creating
a counter-historical memory to fit the Zionist narrative. She explores the use of the myth
of Bar Kochva, the Maccabees' leader, as representing the last expression of Jewish
patriotism and the struggle for freedom in antiquity. She argues that Zionist thinkers,
seeking an image of a heroic leader who embodied the values of the emerging society,
found such a model in Bar Kochva, reshaping his prior portrayal in Jewish discourse as
hot-tempered and violent to fit their needs.®

The new Jew, a concept first imagined by Max Nordau in 1898, was a masculine
model that sought to replace the old Jew which Non-Jews considered, and was eventually

internalized by Jews, to be a weak and effeminate Jew.”® In Mandatory Palestine, and
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later Israel, this model turned into the Sabra, a term used for those born in Palestine/Israel
and named after the prickly cactus plant to represent their inner sweetness and prickly
shell. In popular culture, they were described as young, strong, wild-haired, and equally
wild in character, yet very dedicated to their people.”!

The notion of the new Jew, both in his literary and non-literary form, has been
debated among historians and literary scholars of Jewish and Israeli history.”?> Although
the new Jew was evident in real life through the pioneers of the second Aliyah and later
embodied in the image of the Sabra , a term used for the native-born youths of
Mandatory Palestine and Israel, historian Anita Shapira contends that “when we sketch
the image of the new Jew, we require literary figures.”” Shapira locates four models of
the new jew. These include Ahad Ha’Am’s new Jew, typically characterized as secular
yet spiritual, educated, rationalistic, and deeply committed to the cultural and moral
advancement of his people; the Harzelian Jew, depicted by Nordau and Herzl, who was
modern, rational, and emphasized the need for physical and mental strength, while
holding a profound belief in national honor and the advancement of his people; the
Socialist new Jew, shaped by Soviet Socialist-revolutionary ideals and driven to create a

new ideal of a person, not strictly man, devoted to the working classes and the future of
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his people in Eretz Yisrael by creating a just and equal society in the new-old land; and
lastly, the Vitalist-Nietzschean model, also known as the Talush (the detached who would
later evolve into the Hebrew anti-hero) who experienced discomfort in modern culture,
grappling with the conflict between the old Jewish and the new secular world, eventually
finding himself torn between his ancestral home and the alluring secular world, forever
enclosed in that spiral. However, Shapira further argues that while Nordau harked back to
the Maccabean myth as a model for the new Jew and Jewish regeneration, labor Zionists
favored the model of Ha’Poel, the laborer, as the model for the new Jew. This, in turn,
created a sharp divide between the various images, or projections of what the new Jew
should be.”

In early 1936, Amir wrote a confessional essay, “What Do I Want to Be When |
Grow Up?” arguing that, “I want to be an author and a soldier in the war battalion of
Betar’s youth movement.””*He stated that, since he was already part of the Betar youth
movement, which he joined in Kaunas, he could fulfill this role, as a war was inevitable
in Mandatory Palestine. He described the war enthusiastically, depicting bombs flying
and tanks attacking around him. He then proceeds to his wish to become an author,
stating, “When I hear that word (author), a feeling of pleasantness infiltrates my heart."”¢
As a literary figure, he imagined he could translate “stories, tales, and legends from
various languages to Hebrew, that I will be able to describe various things in writing such

as the hardships endured by Jews in exile, before the destruction of the First and Second
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Temples, novels, stories that penetrate the depths of soul, stories that will draw the heart
toward them and more...””’

This early reflective essay is extremely telling of the future Amir intended for
himself. Furthermore, Amir’s early childhood essays portray a fascination with the new
Hebrew, based on models of the ancient Jewish past, as well as a fascination with
militaristic and chauvinistic societies, which he would later find in Fascist Italy and the

imagined Hebrew state.

The 1936 Palestinian Revolt, the Second World War., and the new Hebrew man

(1936-1939).

The Palestinian revolt began on April 19, 1936, with a general Palestinian strike against
the British backed Jewish immigration and land sales to Zionists. In August 1937, the
revolt escalated, turning into an armed battle, costing the lives of roughly 3791 Arabs,
Jews, and Britons, with an estimate of 260 British, 500 Jews, and between 2000-2500
Arabs killed during the revolt.”® The repression of the revolt by the British forces was
brutal and assisted by Wingate’s Special Night Forces, a counter-insurgency unit
composed of British soldiers and Jewish volunteers, many associated with the Zionist
Labor movement from the Kibuutzim.” For the Palestinians, although the struggle

unified them, it eventually shredded the fabric of their society. Rashid Kahlid argues that
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although the revolt failed due to the influence of external Arab leaders from the
surrounding Arab countries, mainly Jordan and Syria, who sought to appease the British
and French colonial forces, a lack of Arab unity, mainly in terms of class solidarity, and
the loss of revenue to the Palestinian working class due to the nature of the revolt.
However, while the revolt failed, it both unified Palestinian society and proved the
necessity of unity against colonial forces.®® For Jews, the revolt had other consequences.
While some factions were ready to forgo land in the hopes of peace, others demanded the
whole land. By the end of the conflict, many Zionist leaders and Jews began to abandon
the idea of peaceful coexistence.®' For young Amir, living during the Arab revolt further
shaped his politics and ideology. His writing focused more on notions of the differences
between what he dubbed the old diaspora Jews, who represented perceived Jewish
weakness, and the new Hebrews and their supposed role in the colonization of the land.
However, it is interesting to note that while young Amir imagined the participation of
Right-Wing Hebrews in the repression of the riots, Wingate refused to recruit Jews
affiliated with the Betar and Revisionist party ranks.

In May-June 1936, and as a response to the revolt, Amir wrote an essay, “The
Month of Blood and Light,”? for his school newspaper, Bereshit, which he began editing
a year later.®® In the essay, he argued that since the 1920 Nebi Musa Riots, 4-7 April

1920, which took place in the old city in Jerusalem during Easter Sunday when an Arab
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procession turned into a riot, resulting in the deaths of five Jews and four Arabs, there has
been “a malicious plot to assassinate our existence, our national home, and our lives.”*
Lyrically assessing the strength of the national home, he likened it to a tree with leaves
that fall daily, likening those leaves to the fallen Jews. Nevertheless, its trunk, which was
the community, was strong, its roots continuously growing, and its remaining leaves,
representing the new Jews, provided shade to the Jews of the diaspora. Further extending
the metaphor, he claimed that spilled Jewish blood seeps into the ground and fertilizes the
soil and the tree. Once again, focusing on the tensions between the Old and new Jews, he
recalled that he was walking the avenues of Tel Aviv during the Jaffa riots on April 19,
1936, when he came across “an old Jew, with a long beard, tangled down to his chest,
sideburns and a Tarboosh...sitting on a pillow and a blanket, waiting for whom? I did not
know.”®> He recounts that after he saw that image, he began to hear about the murder of
Jews and was not able to eat or drink.

Amir makes an interesting distinction here. In most of his writings, he referred to
“old Jews,” regardless of age, as Eastern European diaspora Jews. However, he mentions
that the old Jew was wearing a Tarbush, also known as a fez, a Middle Eastern hat mainly
worn during Ottoman times by Jews and Arabs. In that, he exemplifies that to him, the
old Jews are not strictly Eastern European diaspora Jews, but any Jew who presents
weakness and passivity. In his book Noon, discussed in chapter four, he returned to this

image of the fragile diasporic Jew in the backdrop of the 1936-1939 revolt as a contrast to

the new and aggressive Hebrew man he depicted in the book.
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As Gil Eyal argues, Zionists had a complex and often patronizing enchantment
with the “East.” Prior to 1936 and the deterioration of Arab-Jewish relations, many Jews
saw a linguistic, cultural, and spatial affiliation with the East, many viewing themselves
as an essential part of it without a clear distinction between the two people. While some
held a European-based fascination with the East, others, mainly in the Zionist movement,
saw these affiliations as potentially beneficial to the Zionist enterprise. However, from
the 1936 Palestinian revolt onwards, a disenchantment occurred among many Jews,
supported by the rise of academic professionalization regarding the East. For instance,
many of the Eastern-oriented biblical figures, once viewed as exemplary models, were
now seen as hereditary enemies of the Hebrews. From this point onwards, the Jewish
detachment from the East began, reaching its peak on the backdrop of the 1948 war and
onwards.%

In 1937, during the height of the Palestinian revolt, fourteen-year-old Amir joined
the ranks of the Haganah youth faction, the leading Zionist paramilitary organization at
the time. Because of his youth, his service mainly consisted of walking and military
discipline drills, meant to strengthen the youths' bodies and minds in preparation for their
future enlistment.®’

At the age of fifteen, in June 1938, Amir met a young, bright-haired, blue-eyed
youth named Daniel Deutsch, who later changed his last name to the Hebrew-sounding
Eliram and would become an important and transformative figure in Amir’s life. During

recess, Deutsch approached Amir, asking whether he believed the Yishuv’s policy of
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restraint toward the Arabs had gone bankrupt. Amir quickly realized that Deutsch was
trying to draft him to the ranks of the right-wing leaning Revisionist National Military
Organization in the Land of Israel (abbreviated: Etzel).®® Amir immediately answered
that he wanted to join. It would only be in December 1938 that Amir would be officially
accepted into the ranks of the Etzel at a school on Kalisher Street in Tel Aviv. He found
Etzl’s training regime more serious than the one he had experienced in the Haganah, yet
most of his activities ended before the outbreak of World War II. For young Amir, who
dreamt of being a man of action, these first paramilitary experiences sparked his interest
in turning politics into action. It also provided him with a much-needed sense of purpose,
which his diary shows he often lacked, noting how detached he felt. Lastly, it further
enhanced his ideological and political standing.?’

Now at fifteen years of age, most of Amir’s essays from 1938 exemplified his
ever-growing fascination with right-wing politics and the tensions between the diaspora
and his new homeland. On April 4, 1938, before Passover, Amir wrote an essay “Ha
Lachma Anya,”® (This Is the Bread of Poverty), which argued that throughout Jewish
history, diaspora Jewry relied on their non-Jewish neighbors and were betrayed time and
time again writing “the Jew secretly clings to the foreign boot that pushes him away,” and
that they were “expelled like dogs...their father’s warm house awaits them no more.”?!

He further leveraged the essay to criticize the British Mandatory government, a notion he

would further pursue as an adult, arguing that when Jews escaped to Eretz Yisrael, they
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were turned away, writing “the very gates of our homes were barred against them by the
hands of strangers.”®?> He wished the Jewish people that by Passover of the following
year, they would take their destiny into their hands.

By pointing to the idea of their father’s home, Amir resonated with the ideas
presented by Jewish diaspora authors such as Micha Josef Berdyczewski, Gershon
Shofman, and others, which the reading diaries he kept show he read. In Berdyczewski’s
story Across the River,” the protagonist, a young Jewish man, leaves his father’s home,
even more so, his father’s table, in search of a new world, which he finds in the upper
side of the city, representing the world of Enlightenment that stands in opposition to his
former Jewish religious life. However, while discovering free thinking and universal
thought invokes great joy in his heart, he remains torn and detached between both worlds.

Scholars argue that much of Berdyczewski’s preoccupation in his writing was
related to the idea of the new Jew and the role of Hebrew myths in his creation. For
instance, Glenda Abrahmson argues that “Berdyczewski advocated a severance from the
post-biblical Jewish tradition, to return to ancient Jewish myth before the nation had been
caught in the chains of the Torah, marking the image of a New Jew as a direct heir of the
ancient Hebrew and an antithesis to the golah Jew.” °* Furthermore, Olga Litvak further
argues that inspired by Hasklah ideals, Berdyczewski’s literature, “transcendent ideal of a
perfected Jewish life, redeemed from the unbearable tension between home and the

world. This ideal could be imagined; it could be projected onto some other time or some
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other place, but the exercise was always in the nature of a holiday (like Passover) from
reality.”
While Amir had spent only a few years in his new homeland, his critique of
diasporic life resonated with ideas of Jewish diasporic authors who critiqued Jewish life
in the diaspora while searching to construct the image of a new Jew to battle Jewish
supposed weakness. Furthermore, Passover and the myths of the Maccabees were
restructured by Zionism to reinterpret history to adhere to the new politics of Jewish life.

According to Amir’s high school library cards, he was an avid reader. While
Amir’s reading was diversified, including Jewish literature, Zionist politics, the reading
logs show a particular interest in the unification of Italy in the nineteenth century
(Risorgimento). This included reading Moses Beilinson’s book on the subject, as well as
Italian thinkers such as the politician and activist, Giuseppe Mazzini, who was known as
an avid proponent of the Risorgimento, Camillo Benso, a nobleman who was Italy’s first
Prime minister and worked towards the unification of Italy, as well as the works of the
military general and activist, Giuseppe Garibaldi .”®An essay, which he won a prize for,
arguing for the cultural importance of the movement, further exemplified his growing
interest in the movement.”’

During the 1930s, Italian Fascism and the ideas of Italian unification became
popular among Revisionist Zionists, influenced by their leader, Jabotinsky, who had

studied in Italy in 1898. In 1936, Jabotinsky would glorify Italian Fascism when he
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“claimed that fascist Italy was a true ally of the Jewish people and that under fascism
Jews in Italy did not experience outbreaks of antisemitism.*“°® For Revisionists, and Amir
as a Betar member, Italy provided an ideological and historical primordial model,
resembling the Israelite kingdom, which could be reinstated through the model of the new
Jew and the colonization of the land. Influenced by these notions of Italian regeneration
and a return to a glorious, yet imagined, past, Young Amir focused much of his writing
and ideology on the recreation of Jewish glory through the new Jew in his new-old
homeland.

In January-February 1939, in an essay “The Role of the Youth in Our Country,”®
Amir revisited the idea of Italian regeneration and its affinity with right-wing youth of
Eretz Yisrael. In the essay, he argued that the youth should only focus on a single goal:
“the establishment of a Hebrew state on the whole land of Israel!”!'% To implement this
vision, Amir turned to the model of Italian regeneration. He mentioned Mazzini’s
Republican ideas, quoting Mazzini’s saying, “I do not care about the Republican or
monarchical symbols, but the symbol of unified Italy!”!! He also mentioned Benso,
augmenting his argument about the Italian state that should be created to say, “The
Hebrew state must move forward, and since it does not yet exist, we (the youth), who are

122102

its foundation, must advance Lastly, Amir mentioned that Garibaldi argued that he

fought with all his might for her whenever Italy beckoned him, “becoming chauvinistic
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and an avid fighter for her unification.”'% He ended the essay by stating, “That is it! We
have one sole duty: building the Hebrew state and the nation’s revival, by all means and
in every way.”!%4

Further focusing on the character of the new Hebrew state, in late 1939, as the
Second World War broke out, Amir returned to the idea of Sparta as a model for Jewish
youth. In notes he wrote during a history class on Sparta, he noted that he found a society
in which the individual was similar to an ascetic monk, willing to sacrifice the individual
as an expression of fanatical self-oppression, almost verging on voluntary self-repression,
to uplift the state.'® A year later, on May 11, 1940, as the war intensified with
Germany’s Western Campaign, he wrote: “The war, now exposes its teeth, must
reeducate us. From the vortex, there must be a rise in Zion, a Hebrew Sparta. We must
don armor on top of armor; the final tranquil lights fade in the wind. And it is good
(undeniably so!) that they are extinguished.”!'% For Amir, the Spartan soldier, acting in
self-oppression for his people, would be the model of the Hebrew youth, as also
manifested in Fascist Italy. This new man, he imagined, would conquer and inherit the
whole land of Israel.

As an adult, Amir self-reflected on his youthful ideals, writing: “it seems that the
'ideological' preoccupation of a young thinker, on the verge of World War II...was not an

original or non-conformist revelation, as it may have seemed at the time for a reclusive,

pretentious, and proud youth.”!%” He exposed his ideological roots, arguing that the
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model of the new Hebrew youth was a combination of “The Trumpeldorian ideal of the
pioneer (perhaps in the incarnation of Betar-Jabotinsky) with the Fascist ideal expressed
in the slogan lavorare, obedire, combattere (work, obey, fight) from Mussolini, and the
ideal figure of the Bolshevik professional revolutionary, who erases his "I" entirely in the
campaign for the victory of Marxism-Leninism - but also with the ideal figure of the
Teutonic Knight or the Prussian Junker.'%®

Although this self-deprecating and cynical comment came later in life, it is
extremely telling of the models Amir found intellectually appealing as a youth, some of
which would later appear in his prose and politics. These models represented hyper
masculinity and, as Amir argued, would forgo themselves for the greater good of the
country and people. Trumpeldor, the Maccabees, the Italian Fascist new man, and the
German Catholic knight of the Teutonic military order were all heroic and
hypermasculine models. In his young mind, Amir envisioned a similar fate for the
Hebrew youth, to return to their primordial glory, as depicted by the Maccabees and the
Ancient Kingdom of Israel and colonize the land. While one could write this off as the
fantasies of a young man searching for a new identity, severed from his diasporic roots in
Lithuania, as Amir was, he would spend the majority of his adult life advancing these
ideas.

When contextualizing Amir’s writings on the role of revolutionary youth in
Mandatory Palestine within the broader Revisionist context, one finds striking similarities
with the movement's intellectuals, such as Abba Ahimeir. Ahimeir’s writings during the

1930s, mainly aimed at Betar members, which Amir was part of, resonate with the same
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ideas Amir implemented in his writings. On October 21, 1930, Ahimeir published in the
Palestine Daily Mail, a Revisionist daily newspaper, "Address to the Zionist Youth.”!%
The text explains to the youths, “The public, who truly wants to be redeemed, must pay a
price for its redemption. No people have ever been given their state. No public ideal has
ever been realized without thousands and tens of thousands of youths ready to devote
their lives to it. Zionism, through its decades of existence, has never educated the youths
in this manner of self-sacrifice... in the manner Garibaldi did so during the liberation of
Italy.”!10

The ideological resemblance is uncanny. The address to the youths, the call to
give up one’s self for the state in the making, and the mention of Garibaldi, which Amir
mentioned in his writings, allude to the fact that, as Amir mentioned before, his ideas
were not as original as he thought during his youth. Not surprisingly, his ideas during the
1930s, it seems, stemmed mainly from Revisionist discourse.

On June 20, 1939, Amir once again drew inspiration from Ahimeir's ideas. In a
diary entry, he angrily critiqued left-wing Zionism, arguing that they had never prepared
the Jewish people for a national war, “to conquer, to fight, to rebel.”!!! Six days later, as
he previously argued about Sparta and Italy, he wrote about himself and other youths, “I
demand self-sacrifice for an ideal, complete abandonment in the face of a great cause. I

want all the soldiers of the idea to be only cogs in a machine ready for the driving

command.”!'? In that, Amir once again revisited the ideas of his ideal society, based on
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the models of Rome and Sparta, in which citizens devoted themselves to the state and
society. He would grow even more averse towards left-wing Zionist politics.

At sixteen years old, at the end of 1939, Amir spent much time in Eliram’s house
on the corner of Idelson and Allenby Street. Eliram began studying at the Hebrew
University, and Amir visited him on weekends when Eliram returned. In the same
apartment, Amir met Eliyahu Bet-Zuri, a young Lehi member, later hanged in Egypt in
1945 for partaking in the assassination of Lord Moyne. Bet-Zuri was born in Tel Aviv,
with the last name Steinhas, which he later changed, as did Amir. The fact that he was
born in Tel Aviv, and was a “native Hebrew, stood in stark opposition to many of the
future Young Hebrews, including Amir. The two would become close friends during their
studies in Jerusalem, jointly adopting a Middle Eastern Jewish accent, which Amir would
become well known for. Bet-Zuri was a close affiliate of Uzi Ornan, who also spent time
in Eliram’s house and would eventually bring along his older brother, the poet and
intellectual Yonatan Ratosh. All four individuals will play an important role in the rest of
Amir’s adult life.!!3 Later in life, Amir would reflect on his friendship and time spent
with Bet-Zuri in longing, recalling their joint excursions, accompanied by women, to the
water springs of Ein Karem.

University Years and Early Prose (1939-1940).

Between September 1939 and October-November 1940, in his last years in high
school and before beginning his studies at the Hebrew University, he spent time honing
his skills as an author. On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland, and the Second

World War broke out. Amir’s journals reflect intense interest as well as anxiety regarding
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the war. His entries during September mostly revolve around his concern for the safety of
Eastern Europe’s Jews and his aversion to any form of Pacifism as “sentimental
softness.”!!'* He wrote in his diary, “I want to believe in the rising roar of the blood of the
warriors of Canaan within us. I want to feel, in a surge, ancient Hebrew blood in our
calcified veins. I want to sense the beating of the warm heart of our forefathers in our
chest, Amen!”!15

During those months, perhaps as a form of escapism from the constant concerns
of war, Amir authored around eleven short stories, which were unpublished, on various
topics, including sentimental love stories, the character of the new Hebrew man, and
historically oriented prose, among others. Throughout his prose during those years, the
ideas of dominance and power, as exemplified in his preoccupation with Sparta and Italy
and in the main character traits of the new Hebrew, became central.

The first of these stories, entitled “The Old Man’s Tale,” was authored sometime
between September and October 1939. !¢ The story takes place during a memorial
service for the protagonist’s grandfather. The protagonist is obsessed with the idea of
domination, arguing that “In my opinion, the war of survival is nothing more than a war
for dominance.”!'” However, this dominance is neither national nor material, nor is it in
pursuit of happiness; it is a deeply personal quest. This obsession led people to view him
as “cruel, emotionless, and egotistical,"!'® yet he remained true to his path, even when

hardships arose. However, like many obsessions, it would be his downfall, as he
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eventually experienced a mental breakdown, forcing him to stop fighting, just when his
country began to fight, which he was now indifferent to. Thus, Amir’s detached
protagonist, who mainly focuses on his lived experience while mourning his father, acts
as a cautionary tale regarding the dangers of domination and an obsession with power.

When contextualized with Amir’s experience at the beginning of the Second
World War, this story further elucidates his anxiety about the war and the dangers of
domination. In a world increasingly defined by violent struggles for domination, both in
Mandatory Palestine and Europe, the “Old Man’s Tale” reflects these dangers. The
protagonist's obsession with power and dominance, leading to his eventual mental
downfall, resonates with an era in which violence and dominance became a historical
reality.

Retaining his preoccupation with power and dominance, on July 21, 1940, Amir
penned a short story named “The Edomite.”!'!” The story takes place in Jerusalem around
4 B.C. In the story, Herod I, an Edomite who was then king of Judea and appointed by
Rome, reflects on his life in the twilight of his days. From the window of his palace,
Herod reviews his turbulent times as the ruler of Judea and the Jews. He overviews the
hardships of his rule over the Jews, whom he describes in mixed, yet pathetic terms as
“the cave-dwellers of Jerusalem, of the wise man who murmured in Aramaic, and the
faint-spirited priests.”'?* He confesses to himself that he led Rome astray as he was
always “a proud descendant of the ancient Edomite race - cunning, deceitful, capricious,

arrogant, reckless, with a thirst for power and splendor.”'?! He then reveals, mainly to

"9 Aharon Amir, “The Edomite,” Item No. 189841, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
120 Amir, “The Edomite.”
121 Amir, “The Edomite.”
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himself, his genuine desire to rule, as he utters, “Not the territory is what matters, nor the
scope, but the power!”!?2

As Mireille Hadas-Lebel argues, Herod’s figure in literature, popular culture, and
modern historiography is one filled with contradictions, a figure who scholars and poets
often used to present their point of view rather than a historically accurate portrayal of the
Edomite king.!?3 For instance, Hebrew poet Levi Ben-Amitai wrote a poem in 1961,
“Herod and Menchem.”!?* In the poem, Ben-Amitai writes, “Days since...I passed by
you, boy, a thing you told me on the outskirts of the gate. You are destined to rule over
Jerusalem happily, and the evil yearnings of your heart will lead you towards
darkness.”'?* Portraying Herod's descent into darkness due to his desire to dominate.
Others, such as historian and literary scholar Joseph Klausner, interpreted Herod’s rule
through a Zionist perspective, framing him as the figure who usurped the Hasmoneans'
crown, which paradoxically emphasized the continuation and survival of the Jewish
people under foreign rule. !¢

For Amir, Herod, like the main protagonist in the “Old Man’s Tale,” represented
the same thirst for power and dominance he found in Sparta and Italy. In his literature,
this idea was intermixed with the image of the man who stands against his fate, battling
for power and dominance while striving to recreate the world in his image. As mentioned

above, this idea is located well within the political literature of the right-wing, mainly
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those related to Revisionist Zionism. Furthermore, the notion of the Edomite and his
relation to primordial Hebrew history as proud descendants of an ancient race will also
appear in Amir’s ideology. This obsession with primordial bloodlines and their
connection to the land will recur throughout his writings and ideology.

In October 1939, Amir wrote his first published story, printed in the highly
esteemed literary periodical Gilyonot, edited by the poet and translator Yitzhak Lamdan.
Lamdan was an important Hebrew poet, translator and editor, best known for his Zionist-
oriented poem “Masada,” which was favored by Jewish youths in Eastern Europe and
Mandatory Palestine. Lamdan was a believer in the power of poetry and prose to shape
the Jewish future, focusing on their positive potential to strengthen the Jewish people and
secure their future. Furthermore, Lamdan assigned literature with a national-public role in
the shaping of the Jewish future, and possessed an affinity to the authors who criticized
and carried within them the bigger questions regarding the future of their people.'?’
Although Lamdan does not indicate the publication of Amir’s story in his diaries, he
might have found a similar preoccupation with the national fate, the future of his people,
by fostering their strength.

The story, “Elegy for the Death of the Infant.”!?® The tragic story details the inner
thoughts of a father who had recently lost his son. The father wished that his son would
grow to be different from most people, detailing a future in which his son would grow up

to be “One of the vast legions of those who fight their daily battles, always, always - and

that even in his life there will be only fleeting moments of elevation and exaltation,

127 Moshe Gil, “Yitzhak Lamdan as a Literary Critic,” Moznaim 29, vol.6 (1964): 471-
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compared to the eternity of depression, hardships, and bitterness.”!?° However, he hoped
his son would elevate himself above the mundane to become unique. In a last attempt to
barter with death, the father cries to his dying son, “I lay myself as a footstool at your
feet, my little one, trample me and press onwards.”!'3? However, the father’s pleas fail,
and the infant dies.

The story exemplifies Amir’s psychological and emotional condition at the time
while still incorporating some of his ideas. According to his private journal, Amir was
about to graduate during the last months of 1939, yet he felt detached and somewhat lost
in life. On October 21, 1939, he wrote that he could not relate to the entries he wrote a
few years ago, not to mention those written a few months ago. In an entry three weeks
later, he wrote that he plans to leave school but was unsure what awaits him outside.!3! At
the time, he was uncertain if he wanted to pursue higher education, writing, “I am
uninterested in wealth, happiness, or respect. I always strive to fight, to serve fate, to act,
always to act, to stand in the first line of battle...I want to fight for fighting’s sake...I
want to take action in order to be at peace with myself.”!3? The Elegy represents the same
feeling of detachment while also striving to show the desires of a father hoping for a
unique life for his son. In that, Amir resonated with his desires for a life worth living for
himself, a life of uniqueness, while dedicating himself to a greater cause, just as the father

hoped his son would elevate himself above the mundane.
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Amir’s political stance and early influences make his adolescent literature unique.
As exemplified above, young Amir was influenced politically and literarily by the
Revisionist Right-wing political ideas. As Hannan Hever argues regarding the acclaimed
right-wing poet Uri Zvi Greenberg, his poetry served both as a political tool to convey his
ideology and as a means to spur political activity. Although from the 1920s onwards, left-
wing Labor politics dominated the literary field, Greenberg's poetry stood in opposition
to the hegemony of Labor Zionist literature. Furthermore, Hever argues that although
Greenberg stood in opposition, he had never abandoned the figure of the Hebrew pioneer,
often using it to serve his political needs.'** Although starkly unpolished, Amir's early
literature shows much of the same dynamic. In 1976, in a letter to Greenberg, Amir
admitted that he learned to accept Eros, that is, the erotic and romantic aspects in writing
and life in his youth “In no small part due to the motifs, idioms, and expressions that
emanate Uri Zvi Greenberg’s writings in the 1920s and 1930s.”!3* This early
understanding of Eros, of the passion, love, and life force, would turn, as it did in
Greenberg’s poetry, to a love of power, strength, and at times violence. This would be
mainly apparent in Amir’s literary work, his fascination with strong masculinity, and
figures who dedicate their whole being to their people.
Conclusion

Amir’s early childhood and adolescence reveal the roots of much of his lifelong

preoccupation with right-wing politics, the future of his people, the dynamics of power
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and dominance, and his fascination with the primordial aspects of Hebrew existence. As
mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Amir only rarely reflected on his childhood
and familial relationships. However, in a few instances, he did, providing his personal
perspective on his upbringing. In 1971, in an interview with sociologist Eviatar
Zerubavel, Amir remarked " I grew up in a Hebrew-speaking home, and although I only
immigrated (to Mandatory Palestine) aged eleven, I was educated in a Hebrew
environment."!33 In 1985, in an interview with Journalist Amiram Cohen, Amir asserted
that “I immigrated at an early age and was educated in Eretz Yisrael. In my father’s
house, they only spoke Hebrew, and the atmosphere was Hebrew and Eretz-Yisraeli. We
read Hebrew newspapers (Haaretz newspaper was delivered daily), and even today, I still
do not speak any Yiddish. Our house was a hotbed of Hebrewness.”!3¢ In 1995, Israeli
literature student Edna Gilboa interviewed Amir about his ideology. In the interview,
Gilboa asked Amir whether his ideology, which had followed him throughout his life,
had been shaped in his father's home. Amir answered that not only did his ideology not
stem from his father's house, but it caused his father much anguish, as a Zionist and a
believing Jew, to see his son stray from the Jewish fold.!3’

While Amir chose his path as an adult, taking an active interest in right-wing

politics, in opposition to his father’s left-leaning Zionism, it seems he absorbed his
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family’s love and dedication to Hebrew culture. Hebrew spoken in the diaspora had an
immensely important influence on the development of literature and Hebrew in
Mandatory Palestine by the waves of Jewish immigrants that differed from the strict
connection between the rise of Hebrew and Zionist pioneering and colonization. The
Eastern European Hebrew of the Heder and the Tarbut institutes carried with it an air of
skepticism regarding the power of ideologies, such as Zionism.!3® This lifelong
commitment to Hebrew, acquired in his familial home, would become Amir’s lifelong
dedication and fascination. However, it would also be one of the only strings relating a
son to his father, as both Lipetz and Amir would work in Lipetz’s literary publication Am
Ha’Sefer. From his childhood onwards, Amir chose his own path, turning his back to his
family’s labor Zionist ideology and choosing the Zionist, and later anti-Zionist, right-
wing.

Regardless, while Amir chose to erase his childhood in favor of a new Hebrew
identity, his time in Lithuania, the Soviet Union, and central Europe shaped the man he
would eventually become.

In Mandatory Palestine, Amir strayed even further from his left-leaning Zionist
family, delving deeper into right-wing ideology, which resonated in his school essays as
well as his private diary. He developed an aversion to left-wing politics, instead shifting
his focus to the histories of Sparta and the unification of Italy as presenting ancient and
modern models for society that should be ruled by a new Hebrew man, manifested in

youth politics. His early literature exemplifies many ideas he promoted throughout his
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life, including: the need for a new Hebrew man to colonize Eretz Yisrael within its
biblical borders and the need to train and educate the Hebrew youths to rise above the
mundane and create a new society.

While correlation does not infer causation, Amir’s childhood and adolescence
held the key to many of the ideologies he held as an adult, including the differentiation
between diasporic Jews and Hebrews born in Eretz Yisrael, the critique of left-wing
Zionist politics, which ruled Mandatory Palestine and later Israel until 1977, and the idea

of the new Hebrew man, which he explored in his political and literary writings.
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Chapter 2: The Young Hebrews (1940-1958)

When asked in an interview in 1986 what he would consider to be the turning point in his
life, Amir answered, “when I became acquainted, at the age of nineteen, with the Hebrew
worldview as articulated by the late Ratosh.”!*® From the moment Amir met his new
mentor, the poet and translator Yonathan Shelah, known by his nom de plume Y onatan
Ratosh, he found his intellectual and ideological calling. The ideas and ideologies he
acquired through Shelah would follow him throughout his life, literature, and work. In
1942, poet Yonatan Ratosh established the Young Hebrews, derisively called the
Canaanites by the Hebrew poet Avraham Shlonsky. Amir soon became a central figure
and assumed a leadership role. This position included the role of editor for the group’s
ideological-literary periodical, Alef, in 1951, the recruitment of new members, and his
aspiration to move the group from ideas to action.

The majority of the movement’s researchers have paid limited attention to Amir’s
role within the group nor its importance for the group’s trajectory. This includes Yaacov
Shavit’s The New Hebrew Nation and James Diamond’s Homeland or Holy Land?'% A
single exception can be found in Yehoshua Porath’s work who wrote about Amir: “Thus,
Uriel (Shelah) won a devoted supporter, faithful to his doctrine, who was to remain
faithful, throughout the years, as a pillar to the circle of the devotees of the idea of

Hebrew nationalism in all its incarnations.”!4!
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While scholars of the group tended to view Amir merely as Shelah’s follower, if
not completely ignore his role within the group, this chapter presents a different story.
From his earliest acceptance into Shelah’s circle in 1940, Amir began to position himself
as an important member within the group. As his involvement in the group deepened,
first as editor of Alef, the groups periodical, and later as a leading figure in the Young
Hebrews, Amir increasingly pressed for action over rhetoric, mainly a minority pact with
non-Muslim groups in the Middle East, and at times advocating violence as a means of
promoting the group's political and ideological agenda.

The primary argument of this chapter is that Amir occupied a pivotal yet
underexamined position within the movement, central to both his own ideological and
literary formation and to the evolution of the Young Hebrews as a collective. In
particular, Amir helped articulate and advance the concept of a minority pact with non-
Muslim groups in the Middle East. These notions further shaped the group’s political
imagination and strategic viewpoint. Beyond his intellectual contributions, Amir also
advanced the idea of direct violent action, further accelerating its descent into political
extremism. By situating Amir within the group’s internal dynamics, this chapter
exemplifies how his role and contributions reflected and intensified broader shifts within
the movement, shaping his political and literary trajectory as he carried the group's ideas
and ideology throughout his life and work. This, in turn, further contributes to growing
research and interest in the Young Hebrews movement.

The student (1941)
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In the fall of 1940, Amir relocated to Jerusalem to begin his studies at the Hebrew
University, focusing on Arabic language and literature.'*> Through his studies, he sought
“to understand the world, analyze it, and attempt to process it through literary means and
the formation of the
“Self,” forging and strengthening it further through literature. He studied Arabic under
Yosef Yoel Rivlin, an Orientalist who translated the Quran to Hebrew, Jewish history
under Ben-Zion Dinur, a professor of Jewish history who later served as Mapai’s first
Knesset member, Jewish sociology under Arthur Rupin, who established the Department
for the Sociology of the Jews and was an important German-Jewish Zionist, cultural
sociology under the Existentialist Austrian-Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, and
Hebrew literature under the historian and literary scholar Joseph Klausner.'43

His first accommodation was with his friend Daniel Eliram, in the Sephardic
section of the Jewish quarter in the old city, overlooking the Muslim quarter overlooking
the Mount of Olives.'#* He later relocated to a small two-and-a-half-square-meter room
on Midan Street in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem at the Dasa family
home.!* He described his period in Jerusalem as “my most fertile years.” 46 Before
leaving for Jerusalem, he decided to leave the Etzel, to which he had been drafted in
December 1938, and join the militant right-leaning group Lehi. Between 1940 and 1941,

during his studies, Amir joined a small cell of Lehi activists, who would meet weekly to

42 Aharon Amir, Ov (Miskal Publishing, 1994), 110; Aharon Amir, “The Violin and the
Sword,” Keshet, Vol.69, Spring 1975, 11.

143 Amir, “The Violin and the Sword,” 6.

144 Amir, Ov, 109.

4% Amir, “The Violin and the Sword,” 11 ; Yehoshua Ben-Arieh, The Jewish Quarter in
the Old City of Jerusalem During the Late Mandate Period to Before the War of
Independence (1939-1947) and Its Fall (Yad Itzhak Ben-Zvi, 2015), 58.

146 Amir, “The Violin and the Sword,” 11.

71



provide information about political adversaries, often British military and police
personnel, which they were instructed to follow, to their cell leader. Amir wrote that his
work in Lehi became “an almost sole connection to the ‘civilian’ world outside my
personal, eternal activities.” !4’

Lehi (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel, also known as the Stern Gang) split from
the Etzel in June 1940 due to disagreements regarding the Etzl’s political orientation,
mainly their willingness to work with the British against the Nazis. The group was
headed by the poet and activist Avraham Stern, also known by his nom de guerre Yair.
Lehi was far more militant than the Etzl, often utilizing terrorism, such as the
assassination of Lord Moyane in Cairo in 1944, against the British in Mandatory
Palestine.'#®

In February 1941, panic swept across the Middle East as Nazi General Erwin
Rommel advanced through Africa, raising fears among Jews of an imminent Nazi threat.
In response and in alignment with British wartime efforts, academic institutions under the
direction of the Jewish Agency in Mandatory Palestine announced that students who
evaded the draft for the British army would be arrested.!*’ Due to his anti-British
sentiment, during the summer of 1941 Amir took a break from his studies to avoid the
draft and pursue employment. He was unsure whether he wanted to return to the Hebrew

University, considering instead studying in Beirut or working in the diamond industry.'>°
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After working in an Australian Army camp in Julis, in the Gaza district, and a laundromat
for Australian soldiers' uniforms, Amir moved between jobs, including another job for a
washing service, where his employer sexually harassed him, and in March 1942, as a
civil clerk in a quartermaster's base in Rafah in the Gaza district.

While in Rafah, Amir heard from a fellow clerk about a position at the Palrod
company, paving roads and overseeing the construction of military fortifications in Syria

and Lebanon.!3!

The company sought a foreman for Jdeideh Marjayoun, a predominantly
Christian and Druze village in South Lebanon near the Israeli border, where Amir
assumed the position. On May 13, 1942, Amir wrote Eliram to describe his work and
scenery in the village. He described the beautiful landscape as well as his work with the
Druze and Christian populace in romantic tones, as “a work entirely about interacting
with an indigenous and diverse population, its practices and spirit reflecting different
combinations of primal and modern elements.”!>? He described the local population’s

“tendency to the worship of nature that survived since ancient times,” !

and the mélange
of “French culture with a touch of Levantine influence.”'>* He referred to it as a Hebrew
colony and described the Hebrew youths working there as “The sons of the old colonies

and the natives of Canaan, bestowed with an earthy, inherently Hebrew vitality.”!> Amir

left Jdeideh on June 30, 1942. While spending only a few months in the region, he

developed a deep affinity with the local community and portrayed them, as well as the
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Jews who worked there, in a primordial manner that suited his evolving worldview on the
importance of a regional alliance. Lebanon would become Amir’s primary focus during
the 1970s. After concluding his engagement in Jdeideh, Amir returned to Tel Aviv for a
meeting that would change the trajectory of his life forever. !>

The Mentor (1941-1943)

The group's future leader, translator, and poet, Uriel Shelah (best known by his
nom de plume Yonathan Ratosh), was born in 1908 in Warsaw, Poland, as Uriel
Heilperin, to a Zionist family that raised their children in a Hebrew-speaking home.
Shelah immigrated with his family to Mandatory Palestine in 1921, where he would later
begin his studies at the Hebrew University.!>” It is worth noting that both and Amir
shared a similar background, both born in Eastern Europe before fashioning themselves
as Hebrews, both were raised in strictly Hebrew speaking homes, and would eventually
change their last names in an attempt to rid themselves of their diasporic upbringing.

In the summer of 1929, Shelah left for Paris to escape the 1929 violence in
Mandatory Palestine. During his time there, he met historian and revisionist activist
Adolphe Gourevitch (later changing his name to Adya Gur Horon). The two sparked a
friendship before Shelah returned to Mandatory Palestine, where he became active among
the Revisionist Maximalist faction headed by Abba Ahimeir and later Avraham Stern, the
leader of the Irgun.'>® During this time, he adopted a harsh stance against pan-Arabism,
the Jewish diaspora, and a fascination with primordial Hebrew history. A further trip to

Paris in 1938 solidified the friendship between Gourevitch, who had just graduated with a
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degree in linguistics and the history of religion, and Shelah. As Ada Gur, Gourevitch’s
wife would later claim: “Ratosh learned from Adya about the Hebrew past and the
difference between Jews and Hebrews, and Adya learned from Ratosh that there is no
such thing as an Arab nation, but rather a collection of sects and minorities.”!>® Shelah
would later argue that the meeting with Gurevitch was "a liberating shock,”'®® which
caused a rupture with his Revisionist past. In 1940, now back in Mandatory Palestine,
after failing to become the ideologist for Stern’s Irgun, Shelah began to gather a group of
like-minded individuals to support his new ideas and transform into a new ideological-
political movement.!®!

Amir’s meeting with Shelah bore all the hallmarks of a tale reminiscent of a
young Protégé meeting his mentor. In 1941, through Eliram, Amir first met author and
translator Benjamin Tammuz, who was closely associated with the sculptor Yitzhak
Danziger, who was interested in primordial art, and opened a sculpting studio, where
Tammuz, Amir, and other youths would meet. Tammuz gave Amir Shelah’s writings,
which Amir found illuminating.'6? A few weeks later, Tammuz provided Amir with
Shelah’s poetry book, Hupah shorah (Black Canopy), which further solidified Amir’s
fascination and appreciation for Shelah. ! In early July 1942, in Eliram’s apartment in
Tel-Aviv, Amir first met Shelah.!* Amir would later recount that this was the moment “I

2165

was ordained,”’®> providing the narrative with religious air. Eliram left the two alone, and
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they sat down for Amir described as “an ideological conversation,”!% lasting for four
hours.

The two discussed the plans for Shelah’s movement, including the creation of a
group of devoted messengers, or apostles, to carry the Hebrew idea, mainly to the youths
who served in the Hebrew resistance groups, such as the Lehi, Etzl, and the Haganah, and
to create within them “cells” which members would see themselves as bearers of the
Hebrew idea and the idea of liberating the homeland. The long term plans for the group
were to ideologically revolutionize said groups and turn the “armed liberation efforts to a
revolutionary-patriotic movement that carries national values in the fields of thought,
education, and culture, fusing into one element the liberating Hebrew arms with a
recognition of the liberated Hebrew state.”'®” Lastly, Shelah argued that “through the
battle to oust the British occupier, a Hebrew nation would rise, carrying the vision of its
redemption and the advancement and consolidation of the entirety of the Land of
Euphrates.”!%8

This conversation solidified many of the group’s ideologies moving forward. The
focus on the youth, as a driving force for the revolution, an idea common among
revolutionary groups, the fight against British occupation, the secretive cell formation to
infiltrate the Jewish resistance groups, and lastly, the idea of the consolidation of the
populace composing of the biblical Land of Euphrates, stretching from Egypt to Iraq,

under a Hebrew flag, would remain a central focal point for Amir. Before the meeting

ended, it was decided that the members of the new groups would join the military and the
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Mandatory Yishuv police to serve as ideological agents spreading the ideas of the
Hebrew revolution. Tammuz and Danziger were to join the Palmach, and Amir, the
Jewish Settlement Police (J.S.P.), also known as the Notrim. By assigning group
members to both the official and underground military factions in Mandatory Palestine,
the emerging group could spread its ideas among Jewish youths, hoping to turn them into
true believers, as Amir was now.

The Notrim, operated between 1936 and 1948, was a Jewish auxiliary police force
funded and operated by the British Mandate government. The Yishuv knew that it could
not solely trust the British government to defend the Jewish population and thus acted in
a bi-fold manner: the Notrim as a legal force, created by the Mandate Government, and
the Hagana, which operated illegally. Although both the illegal and legal avenues worked
independently, they were often intertwined. During WWII, the British government
drafted new men to supplement the dwindling Mandatory police force, as many were sent
to fight on various fronts. They were usually occupied with batons and rifles and oversaw
protecting Jewish settlements and cities. The largest division within the Notrim was the
Jewish Settlement Police (JSP), established in 1938, during the riots of 1936-1939, which
operated in cities and settlements across Mandatory Palestine and were known for
wearing wide-brimmed Australian hats.!®
It was decided that Amir would join the JSP’s Jerusalem Battalion to remain close

to Shelah, who resided in Jerusalem at the time. On July 21, 1942, Amir was officially

drafted and began serving in Moshav Atarot, located eleven kilometers north of
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Jerusalem.!”® On August 12, he wrote to Eliram, “My current workplace - Moshav
Atarot. ..its farmers are sturdy, its sons healthy and fierce, and its air pure and clean.”!”!
The letter exemplifies how involved and influenced Amir was by Shelah’s new group at
the time, describing to Eliram that he wrote three new poems, one of which was named
“The Dance of the Idols,” which remains undocumented. He described the song as being
“influenced by a wedding in Marjayoun and a certain ideology... moving between the
two as an expression of a true feeling and an ideological platform...The worship of
Ashtoreth acts as the backdrop and the intellectual focal point.”!”? Lastly, he wrote that
he was often meeting Uri, meaning Shelach, and that although there was “no place for
excessive warmth...Here, a good intimacy is created, and there is a candid and critical
openness between us.”!”> Amir was mainly impressed by Shelah’s “honesty and
simplicity of approach, and from the clarity of mind, from the consistency, and the logic
of his ideas.”!7*

On August 31, Amir wrote Eliram again to update him about his work

establishing the new group, writing that “with our poet, I have frequent and fruitful

170 “Enlistment Certificate for Aharon Lipetz, The Jewish Agency for Israel - Enlistment
Office,” October 20, 1942, The Aharon Amir Collection, Item No. 258724, File 352,
Gnazim Archive.
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meetings,”!” and that he “worked intensively - talks, meetings, letters, study, advocacy,

studying, and making lists,”!7¢

romantically stating “we are working for the eternity are
we not?”!”” He ended the letter by arguing that “the idea of a nationwide meeting
emerged, in Jerusalem, during the holidays...Yonatan (Shelah) is insisting on, and it
seems that it is a necessity that you appear.”!’® In the last correspondence between the
two, on November 6, 1942, Amir stated that he moved to Shelah’s Jerusalem home
located in the Romema neighborhood, and described his role as a Noter as “Paid idleness
in uniform.”!” The friendship with Eliram, who recruited Amir to the Etzl and became
his close confidant, ended on a bitter note. Amir could not stand Eliram leaving their
ideological circle, as he was completely engulfed by his new ideology and mentor,
Shelah, with whom he was now living. Amir served in the JSP for eight months, after

which he requested formal dismissal. On March 1, 1943, Commander Haim Zadok, who

would later serve as the Minister of Justice, released him from duty.

The Committee for the Hebrew Youth (1943-1944)

During the early 1940s, Shelah’s close circle was composed of Amir, Tammuz, Danziger,
Shaelah’s younger brother Uzzi Ornan, who was an Etzel member who was sent to exile

in Eritrea, Kenya, and Sudan in 1944 by the British, Matti Ifland (later Peled), who

7% Aharon Amir to Daniel Eliram, August 31, 1942, The Aharon Amir Collection, Item
No. 257714, File 352, Gnazim Archive.
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served in the Palmach and went on to establish the left-leaning peace movement Gush
Shalom with Uri Avenry, Palmach member and future doctor Ezra Zohar, and Alex
Kotznok (later Keynan) who served in the British army and would later become a
microbiologist. The group had diverse political backgrounds, with Amir, Ornan, and
Shelah belonging to the right wing, Kotznok and Ifland belonging to the left, and
Tammuz, a communist.'®® Various political leanings were accepted among the group as
long as they all agreed on the group’s core tenets of Hebrew nationalism, which Shelah
decided to commit to writing, producing the group’s two foundational texts: the 1943,
“Open Letter to the Hebrew Youth,”!8! and 1944, “Opening Discourse.”!8?

In 1943, the group adopted the name The Committee for the Formation of the
Hebrew Youth, which resonated with their primary focus — the youths born in Eretz
Yisrael. They self-published a booklet, Open Letter to the Hebrew Youth, containing their
address to said youth. Shelah composed the text with other group members reading and
commenting on the drafts. Reflecting the groups’ diverse political background, they
called the youths to remain in their political framework while striving to serve “the
Hebrew homeland,”'®3 to meditate about the similarities between themselves and others,
non-Jews, who were born on the land, and the differences between them and the diaspora
Jews, as for the Hebrew youth “the Hebrew Homeland is your homeland in practice - and

not a vision.”'® They argued that the Jewish diaspora is poisoning the Hebrew youth
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with ideas and notions, such as Zionism, which are foreign to them, writing “the Jewish
world is poisoning our souls and the souls of our younger brothers,” and promised “the
full force of confrontation with Zionism.”!8>

Turning to a primordial discourse, they promised that if the Hebrew youth would
shake off the chains of the diaspora, “a new world will rise before you, the ancient and
mighty world of great ancestors...and the light of the Hebrew golden age will shine upon
you.”13¢ Appealing to the youth’s inherent contrarian nature, they described themselves
as a small yet dedicated group, shunned by many but appreciated by the chosen few,
arguing that they have just begun their work and will remain relentless. Lastly, in a poetic
manner, exemplifying the group’s literary roots, they ended the document by writing,
“We have no spices, and our bread is wholly Hebrew. Any person who seasons the
Hebrew bread in any spice - commits falsehood in his own soul, and commits a falsehood
in your soul,”'®” the spices acting as a diasporic influence on the pureness of Hebrewism.

As Porath argues, the document was influenced by Italian fascism and literary
discourse common among Betar’s members. Although the group members distanced
themselves from the Revisionist political groups, they remained entrenched in a similar
discourse when speaking to the youths. Furthermore, although Mussolini’s cooperation
with Hitler soured his image among the political right in Mandatory Palestine, the

fascination with his discourse and his political approach remained very much intact.!®® As
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argued in the previous chapter, Amir was well-versed in Italian and Revisionist
discourses, spending much of his youth comparing Hebrew and Italian reconstructionist
discourses.

In the same year, Amir published his first poem in Israel Zmora’s publication
Mahbarot Lesifrut. Zmora aimed to promote young innovative authors and poets and had
published Shelah’s 1941 poetry collection, Black Canopy. The poem was titled "Hagar”
and focused on the biblical figure of Hagar, whom Sarah, the matriarchal mother,
enslaved. The poem begins with the call

Who rises from the Desert, Hagar! Surely you rose from the secret fold, in woven

silks of gold, in body’s warmth, O the daughter of Qedar, in serene waters the

wave swells, in vats of age desire takes hold. In winter’s sky, a spark lights, and

Zion breaks forth. The East will rage! Your breasts bloom. Thy secret I will keep.

The convent formed. The flash will burn. %

Amir described the poem as “Eastern,” showing his new primordial influences, through
the poem’s primordial-erotic theme. For instance, the use of the golden silk robe signifies
the Eastern cultural significance of the fabric and its production of silk. In the daughter of
Qedar, Amir refers to the Ancient Arab tribe and kingdom of the Qedarites, which existed
from the nineth to the fifth centuries B.C., covering a large swath of land from Saudi
Arabia to the borders of Egypt, including large parts of Ancient Israel and the Negev.
Biblical texts portray them as the descendants of Ishmael, Hagar’s son, kin to the
Israelites through their shared ancestry with Abraham, while also maintaining amicable

relations with the Canaanites and Mesopotamians.'?® By stating that “Zion breaks forth,

The East will rage!” Through that, “The convent formed.”!! Amir utilized his poetry to
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demonstrate the primordial connection between the ancient tribes of Israel and the pre-
Islamic Arab tribes, tracing their descent to a shared ancestry. This was Amir’s first
published poem and the first time he appeared with his new adopted last name, the
Hebrew-sounding Amir.

During 1943-1944, Amir was still on his academic leave and worked odd jobs. In
early 1943, he was invited by fellow Lithuanian-born author and translator Eliyahu David
Shapir to translate the short stories of American author Sherwood Anderson. Having read
Amir’s work, Shapir offered Amir to compose a booklet of Amir’s short stories, which

were published in 1951 under the title Love.!*?

This opportunity marked the beginning of
Amir’s career as a translator, his lifelong occupation, for which he won the
Tchernichovsky Prize in 1951 and the Israel Prize in 2002. In late 1943, Amir worked as
a shipping and logistics manager in the Tzemah region, in the Jordan Valley, shipping
oranges to Damascus for the Pardes Syndicate company. In Early 1944, he worked as a
field watchman in the fields of the Hula Valley’s farms.!®* These experiences and his
time as a Noter proved to be rich material for the stories he would later publish.

In March 1944, the group met in Tammuz’s house for their first official
convention, named "The assembly of the committee with the representatives of the cells.”
This revealed the dynamic within the group, with Shelah as the leader and the rest of the
members serving as representatives or apostles of the cells. A text from the meeting
outlined the group’s focus, named “Masa Ptiha,” (Opening Address). They once again

addressed it to the youths and outlined the work that is and should be done by the cell

members. For the first time, the text defines “Hebrew” as:

192 Aharon Amir, Love (Mahbarot Lesifrut, 1951).
193 Amir, Prose, 101-102.
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There is no Hebrew but a Hebrew, the son of the land of Ever, the land of the

Hebrews - to exclude all others. And everyone who is not the son of this land, the

land of the Hebrews, can not be a Hebrew, and is not a Hebrew, and was never a

Hebrew. And everyone who comes from the Jewish diaspora, from its beginning

until the end of days, is a Jew and not a Hebrew, and can not be but a Jew - good

or bad, proud or humble, but a Jew.
While the term "Hebrew" is commonly associated with the Hebrew language or the
ancient Hebrew people, the term's definition had a deeper meaning. Their usage of
Hebrew ("12v) derives from the notion of “those from across the river,” that is, across the
Euphrates River, namely Abraham. This usage was intentional, as it both connected those
born on the land to their primordial past and included the geographical location the group
argued should be occupied by the Hebrews, as part of their vision of the greater land of
Ever.

While rejecting Jewishness, this text attempts to nativize ancient Jews and
Abraham, that is, a non-indigenous Abraham. In that the group relates Abraham’s non-
indigenous identity as non-Jewish but as a native of the land of Ever. This is due to the
fact that in their vision Mesopotamia, Canaan, and ancient Israel were all part of the
greater coalition of the land of Ever, sharing linguistic, cultural, and spatial connections.
Thus, the group enacts a secular territorial maximalism to provide Biblical proof to their
claims for the creation of the land of Ever. However, it is important to note that their

claim does not stray far from God’s covenant with Abraham “On that day the Lord made

a covenant with Abram and said, To your descendants I give this land, from the Wadi of

194 Jonathan Ratosh, The First Days (Hadar Publishing, 1982), 152.
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Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites,
Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites.” !>
According to the text, the group’s main adversaries, and the Hebrew youth’s
adversaries, remind diasporic Judaism and Zionism. They argued that diasporic Judaism
is poisoning the Hebrew youths who are plagued with Jewish complexes that they must
rid themselves of by detaching from the diaspora. In a manner that detracted many of
their potential followers, they argued that the Hebrew youths should be careful of the

% ¢

admiration of Jews’ “rabbit bravery” during the holocaust, as well as Jews who pretend to
be Hebrews.!”® Furthermore, the document highlighted the spatial significance of the
Hebrew language, particularly its rootedness in the region, and its role in linking the new
Hebrews to their ancestral land, which, it argued, should be revived under Hebrew
rule.!”” When addressing the Palestinian population, the group argued that “the backward
population in the land, the ethnic groups, and the families...which only the British strive
for a semblance of unity within them,” and that the Palestinians hold “the remnants of the

Hebrew spirit,”!%%

connecting them to a primordial Hebrew existence. Thus, these
foundational texts outlined the group’s ideology, including a focus on Hebrew youth as a
revolutionary force, the distinction between Jews and Hebrews, the need to detach from
diaspora Judaism, the battle against Zionism, and the idea of the greater land of Ever.
According to group members, the group’s texts circulated widely in cultural and

intellectual circles, often handed down from person to person. However, it was not well-

received. The call for a total detachment from diaspora Judaism, on the backdrop of the
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Holocaust, upset many of the group’s potential followers, with many calling Shelah
insane.'”® On November 6, 1946, two years after the texts were published, an article in
Haaretz featured a reader’s response regarding the group’s texts, written by an
anonymous reader using the pseudonym Y.K. The writer argued that they were not
impressed by the texts and that it was so dangerous that a supporter of the group wrote a
private letter to Y. K, using the text to “justify the fate of the millions of Jews who were
destroyed in Europe.”?% Y. K further argued that although the movement was primarily

literary, it might one day evolve into a political movement.

Private Life and the Strive for Relevance (1945-1947)

In 1945, Amir returned to his studies at Hebrew University, completing his degree
in Arab language and literature in 1947. In August 1947, tensions between Jews and
Arabs in Tel Aviv and Jaffa culminated in mass violence, resulting in four deaths and
fifty-four injuries.?’! In response to the worsening of relations in Mandatory Palestine, the
Committee contemplated halting their activities until tensions eased. Nevertheless, as a
last effort to maintain intellectual relevance, the group decided to publish a new
intellectual-cultural periodical, MahBarot LeTarbut HaMoledet (Notebooks for the
Homeland’s Culture), to present their ideas on Hebrew history, culture, and politics. Amir
was appointed the editor and spearheaded the efforts to secure funding. The periodical
attracted diverse figures, including Judah Leib Magnes, the Chancellor of the Hebrew

University and a former member of Brit Shalom. However, once the funding request
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reached historian Ben-Zion Dinur, Amir’s former professor, Dinur rejected the funding
due to the publications’ Hebrew nationalist agenda.??? As relations between the British
and the Yishuv deteriorated and Jewish-Arab violence intensified, the Committee decided
to suspend its activities.?*?

On August 15, Amir married Hanna Chernobroda, his first wife, and the mother
of his three children: Nadav, Hiram, and Avishag. His children’s names all bear a
symbolic, biblical, and regional meaning. Nadav, was the son of Aaron the high priest,
Hiram was the king of Tyre who helped Solomon build the Temple, and Avishag the
Shunammite, cared for the elderly David. The couple rented a house in Nakhalat Akhim,
Jerusalem.?** To provide for the family, Amir began working as the editor of Karnenu, a
periodical published by Jewish National Fund.?®> Amir reflected on his time as the
editor, writing “Every morning I would walk from Nakhalat Akhim to the heart of the
‘organized Yishuv’... where [ would draft articles, following the finest Zionist
phraseology...while filling my mouth with laughter on my own criticism (of
Zionism).”206

On May 5, 1948, nine days before the 1948 war began, Amir was drafted into the
Yishuv’s defense forces. As an only child and arecently marriedman , Amir was first
stationed in the reserve forces in Jerusalem. His role consisted of guarding a defense post

on the borders of the Nachlaot neighborhood in Jerusalem, a role he would assign some

of his literary protagonists in his prose. He wrote that he spent the majority of his time
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“outlining in my mind a ‘grand strategy’ for the conquest of the whole of the West Bank
of Jordan.”?%7 According to the Shin Bet reports, after Amir’s time in the reserve forces,
he served in the security department of the Air Force, as a Camp Communication

208

Specialist in charge of managing the communication systems in the base." His wartime

experiences, particularly his time in Jerusalem, profoundly shaped his literary focus.

Alef’s Beginnings

After a short hiatus, the group returned to activity with a literary and political
periodical named A/ef. The first issue of Alef was published in November 1948 and was
not submitted to military censorship, as was required by the state. Therefore, its
distribution was deemed unlawful. The illegality led to measures to prevent its
distribution, including a ban on other newspapers citing it. Shelah edited the first three
issues, which included contributions by group members such as Amir, Shelah’s brothers,
Uzi Ornan and Svi Rin, poet and Betar member Moshe Giora Elimelech, and poet Gila
Dotan.?” The periodical was published monthly or in every other month, depending on
the funding secured by Shelah and Amir. It featured the group's new emblem: the letter
Alef written in ancient Hebrew and dyed scarlet and blue. According to an editor's note,
written by Shelah, the name Alef, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, was designated
to signify the primacy of the group's calling, writing, "And thus, we begin from Alef."?!°

The periodical consisted of political and intellectual writings as well as prose and poetry,
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as most of the group’s members were literary figures. Amir’s contributions to the first
two issues acted as a critique for the 1948 war, which is reviewed in the following

chapter.

In response to the establishment of Israel, Alef’s first issue featured scathing
criticism of the new state. In the editorial, Ratosh argued that the new state was a
continuation of British colonialism, which essentially gave the Middle East to the Arabs.
He further argued that the land west of the Jordan River, given to the Jews, was not even
a fragment of the whole land of Eber, which the Hebrews should occupy. Essentially,
Zionism has betrayed the Hebrews by agreeing to receive only a portion of the land they
should occupy. However, it was not only the Hebrews who would occupy the Land of
Ever, but also the Pre-Muslim minorities of the region, including the Maronites and the
Bedouins, whom he argued presented the “true Arabs,” who should overthrow what he
dubbed "Arabdom" control over the region. Thus, with the end of British occupation, the
group now turned its criticism to the newly established state, one that they viewed as
created in sin and that betrayed the Hebrews in favor of a Zionist-Jewish state.?!!

For the third issue of Alef, published in October 1949, Amir contributed a poem
and a short story. The poem Amir contributed, “Song of the Land of Hebrews,”2!? came

to represent the ideology held by the group and would become one of Amir’s best-known

poems.
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The poem is written from the point of view of the author moving from dawn, as a
metaphor for the new dawn of Hebrew nationalism, until midday, when the sun stands
above him, highlighting the accomplishments of the people and the land. War is ever-
present in the song as the opening stanza borrowed from Isaiah 63, “his garments-stained
crimson” (Hamutz Begadim).?!3 The crimson both depicts the group’s flag, in crimson
and blue, and the soldier who returns from war victorious, his garments stained with the
blood of his enemies. The next stanza outlines the role of the youth, a central component
of the group’s ideology, as depicted by “He is a child of the day and the night. Tender as
a newborn, wise as the ancients.”?!* Here, Amir describes the new Hebrew youth, both
new in that they were born on the land and encompassing the wisdom of their primordial
forefathers. When outlining the geographical borders, the new land of Ever, Amir depicts
it as:

In the breakers of the great sea, he bathes his star, and as a dream, he gazes

toward the tongue of the Bozrah sea on one side, and the tongue of the Eilat sea

on the other. He laughs at the stretch of the Dead Sea, kisses the silken water of
the Kinneret, he flutters with the ripples of the Euphrates, dances in the foam of
the waterfalls, and listens to the murmur of Damascus’ rivers and the murmur of
the Jordan.?!3
Here Amir depicts the borders of the greater land of Israel, his image of the land of Ever
that stretches from the Egyptian border, covering Eretz Yisrael, and extending to Syria
and Lebanon, and stretching towards the Euphrates, the longest river in the region,

originating in Turkey and flowing through Iraq and the Persian Gulf. Furthermore, the

Euphrates is considered the cradle of civilization and thus evokes the primordial
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connection among the people of the region, which Amir hopes to reinstate under a

Hebrew flag.

He moves on to describe the inhabitants of the land, writing:
Behold! The morning of spring, the morning of tomorrow shall rise upon the the
broad and sunburnt land, upon those who dwell in it, in houses of stone, and of
clay, and cement...in goat’s and camel hair tents...in wooden shacks and tin
shanties...in caves and cellars... and on the Church’s spike and the Mosque’s
minaret.?!6
This depicts all the inhabitants of the greater land of Ever and all who comprise this land.
In the poem, there is no differentiation between the Hebrews and Arabs, as they are all
equal inhabitants of the land. However, it is important to note, as Avner Holtzman argues,
that while Amir depicts the churches and mosques, he forgoes the synagogues as part of
the group’s resistance to Jewish influence on the Hebrews.?!7 As noon arrives, Amir
begins every stanza with a sentence that portrays the future, beginning with "The
tomorrow of my great land, behold it comes,” and “I see him coming.” This future is
brought in a specific context, “in the splendor of crimson and blue,” depicting the colors
of the group’s flag, indicating the Committee as the forebears of the new future.?!'® Amir
then turns to depict the vision of cultural unity in the land of Ever,
Behold! A great day is coming. The day of the crucible, of the potter’s furnace. A
day of removing the yoke, burning the partition, uprooting the thorns and standing

tall. A day of victorious love and unbreakable brotherhood, a day of mingled
bloodlines, unlike any my land has even known.?!°
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Here, Amir combines his views on the future of the land, as the mixing of
bloodlines and the brotherhood of the land of Ever, with the present. In an interview with
Holtzman, Amir argued that he began writing the poem in 1947, on the backdrop of the
U.N.’s resolution 181, to partition Palestine. For the Committee, the idea of partitioning
Palestine stood in strict contrast to the concept of the greater land of Ever.?2° Amir calls
here to overthrow the yoke of British domination and to tear down the partitions imposed
by foreign agents. By uniting against all foreign influence, Pan-Arabic, Jewish, and
British, the people of the land of Ever could finally unite. The mixing of blood relates to
the people of Ever, who share a common ancestral heritage, as depicted in his poem
“Hagar.” Although, according to Amir and the Committee, Islam and Judaism
ideologically colonized both Hebrews and Arabs, they share a geographical, cultural, and
linguistic ancestry.

After the aspiring view for the future, Amir turns to warn its detractors - mainly
diaspora Jews and Zionism.??! In terms that can not be confused, Amir writes:

A day of exile to the spiders hidden in their nests, and fear to the moles. A day of

judgment to the vipers, and terror to the formentors of strife. A day of destruction

and loss for the hyena, the jackal, to the rotten, and to the maggots, to all who
feast on the carcass and are sustained by the corpse.
The stanza reflects a scathing critique, at times almost antisemitic, of Jews and Zionism,

as they are cast as parasitic, corrupt, and morally decayed. The poem ends with a further

reference to the Committee, as well as Amir’s dedication to the ideas presented above, as
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he writes: “A day of blue and crimson. It is a great day of (the land of) Ever. I see it
coming. On its threshold, I prostrate and bow.”

Although Amir constantly argued that his poetry and prose were not directly
linked to his ideology, in an interview with Holtzman, he admitted that this poem brought
the two together. Holtzman quotes Amir: “During the 1940s, according to Amir, his
devotion to the ideas (of the group) influenced his literary work in a dual manner: ‘This
provided both a sense of purpose and validation for the creative impulse, while offering
exemption from yielding to it: a draft order (Tzav Giyus) on one hand, and a discharge
certificate on the other.””???

In its third pressing, Alef was selling around a thousand copies and drew the
attention of new members who now joined the group such as the talented young authors
Amos Kenan, On Sarig (known by his pen name, Shraga Gafni), and the politically
oriented Boaz and Yair Evron, the group now presented a distinguished line up of literary
and intellectual figures. Porath argues that the new members, who left the Lehi after the
1948 war, “wanted to express their bitterness as frontline soldiers toward the military and
civilian establishment that increasingly took hold over the new state.”??* In that, they
joined the Committee, which also chose to critique the war and the newly established
state. By fusing literature and political writings, the Committee was able to reach a larger

crowd and influence more of the youth.

Amir as Alef’s Editor (1948-1951)
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In early 1950, Amir became the editor of Alef, replacing Shelah, who contributed articles
and oversaw the publication. The publication, now in its fourth issue, was finally
authorized by the government and became legal in the spring of 1950. The fourth issue
thus became the first issue, as the group began recounting the issues. Although now the
editor, Amir, continued to contribute literary and poetic works under his name and the
aliases Yariv Eitam, M. Hatosr, and Yehoshua Bentov. However, it seems that his new
focus became his political writings, leaving much of the prose to the group’s new talents,
as he often focused on the minorities in the Middle East, such as the Maronites, and the
idea of a regional minority pact to advance the idea of the greater land of Ever. Alef was
self-published, and there are no exact numbers of the copies sold. Haim Be’er argued that
he first met Amir when Amir was photocopying Alef’s copies in a Jerusalem print
shop.??*

Amir's first editorial contribution to Alef in the spring of 1950 marked a turning
point in his role within the group and in his efforts to expand Alef's literary and
intellectual discourse. The issue featured the prose of emerging literary talents, including
Amos Kenan, Yoram Kaniuk, and Benjamin Tammuz, alongside Shraga Gafni's story,
under the pseudonym Eitan Notev, "The Battle Over William's Fort," later adapted for
film.??> The group’s newest members included former Lehi members, such as Kenan,

who was 23 at the time and thus younger than Amir and even more so Ratosh, but already

considered a young talent. More than an adherent of the idea of a Hebrew identity or
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state, Kenan sought to convey his bitterness about his military service and the newly
established state. Furthermore, as Porath argues, the newly joined members were all
“Hebrews,” born in the land in opposition to the diasporic-born Ratosh and Amir.

Amir contributed three essays and a poem, using various pseudonyms. In
"Simple Things About Christian Education,"??® He provocatively argued that a secular
Israeli state must support Christian educational institutions, and its potential contribution
to the education of Hebrew youths, challenging Jewish religious exclusivity, and in "A
New Beginning,"??” he further critiqued the growing rift between Israeli youth and the
political establishment. The third article, under the pseudonym Y ehoshua Bentov,
"Baghdad is Writhing,"??® in the new monthly column "The Land of Euphrates," reflected
Amir's vision of engaging with non-Arab minorities in the Middle East. His poem
"Holiday"?%* implemented primordial and orientalist tones. It casts an image of a Hebrew

23230 5

hero, “His breast as the cliff of a hero, his flesh forged as stone, invoking and

comparing him to an ox to describe his strength and endurance. The poem concluded by

comparing the hero to “son of the sun, son of the gods.”?3!

By the fifth issue of Alef in October 1950, Amir became Alef's predominant

contributor, contributing four out of the nine articles, including critiques of the 1948 War,

Hebrew youth disillusionment with the newly founded state, and Pan-Arab nationalism.
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In "The Youth Are Dead, Long Live the Youth,"?3? He argued for the post-1948 political
alienation of former youth underground fighters, urging them to reclaim leadership by
overthrowing the state. In "Arabism in Limited Liability,"?*3 Amir reviewed Lebanon's
multi-communal history and uniqueness within the Arab world, as well as its current
dependence on the Arab world, arguing that this had little to do with Arabism due to the
presence of the Druze and Maronite communities, stressing their linguistic and cultural
uniqueness within the Arab world. Lastly, he argued that Israel and Lebanon should form
a treaty to ensure Lebanon retains its diverse character.

By Arabism, Amir used the same notion Ratosh used in “Arabdom,” regarding the
Arab world. Both argued that the Arab world was a product of Muslim conquest and was
void of any unity or cultural cohesion. Furthermore, Arabism suppressed the cultural,
national, and linguistic uniqueness of non-Muslim or non-Arab minorities in the Middle
East as it tried to force cultural cohesion on groups that some, like the Maronites,
predated the Muslim conquest.

Israeli-Druze relations has a long standing history, some dating it back to the
twelfth century in the writings of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, who is quoted for noting the
Druze love the Jews. Yet, as Kias Firro argues, the relations are much more complicated.
In fact, until the twentieth century, Jewish-Druze relations did not differ from their
relations with other communities.?** In fact, as Laila Parsons and Elie Podeh argue, part

of Israel’s agenda to advance and solidify its standing in the region included formal, yet
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mainly informal as Podeh argues, relations with minorities in the Middle East.?** By
creating a minority pact, Israel strived to not only strengthen its position but also
undermine Arab hegemony. Amir and the Young Hebrews sought to create this minority
pact to undermine the Zionist-Jewish state in an effort to create the land of Ever,
composed of minorities and those who would agree to return to what he argued was their
pre-Islamic existence.

In an editorial published by Amir in the seventh issue of Alef, on January 1951,
he reiterated the idea of a regional pact with minorities in the Middle East, mainly with
Lebanon’s Maronite and Druze communities, writing: “In contrast to the idea of Arabism,
we must present a different solution to the question of the land of Euphrates, the Hebrew
solution...The first step, necessary and urgent, is the establishment of a pact between
Israel and Lebanon and the Druze mountain.”?3¢ The next issue marked the culmination
of Amir’s engagement with the idea of a minority pact. It was named “A special Issue
Dedicated to the Problems of the East,”?*” and was published shortly after Lebanon's
elections in which the Maronite-led Kataeb party garnered significant support. The issue
also saw a contribution by Shelah, who had rarely published in A/ef since Amir became

the editor due to familial problems,?8

who discussed the difficulties posed by Arabism in
the Middle East. Another contribution was Father Joseph Awad, a Maronite priest from

Maine, “Lebanon has Never Been Arab.”?3 In his article, Awad argued for the historical
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ties between Phoenicians and Maronites, blaming the Arab world for the impact of
Muslim cultural colonization on Lebanon’s Christian population, using it to showcase
that Lebanon had a pre-Muslim Christian past. Amir also contributed an article titled
“Geopolitics and Destiny,” in which he argued that Arab leaders claim that the primary
challenge facing the Arab world, particularly Egypt, was Israeli expansion. He asserted
that Israel should recognize its geopolitical role as a new force in the Middle East and
promote the idea of a greater land of Ever.?*

Amir's first three years as the editor of Alef were spent focusing mainly on the
idea of a minority pact in the Middle East, an idea that would become his primary focus
from 1975 onwards. Coupled with a strong focus on publishing literary works by Israel’s
promising new talents, such as Kenan, Kanuk, Tammuz, and Gafni, and the fact that Alef
was now legally published, Amir took Alef to new literary and political heights, further

fortifying his position within the group.

1951-1952 The Young Hebrews Center

In January 1951, Alef encountered publishing difficulties. A document written and
circulated by Amir to the group members outlined the challenges, which included a lack
of printing paper due to "an explicit pattern of discrimination against us, by the
government that was meant to suppress a highly exceptional public phenomenon like Alef
entirely.”?*! The document further argued that the group members and supporters failed
to pay their monthly payments, demanding that active members pay their membership

fees and that the cells of activists failed to meet the group’s expectations. Amir concluded
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the document by arguing, “The new situation compels us to anticipate and consider
alternative modes of activity or presence beyond the periodical.”?*> These difficulties
directly led to the creation of a new political group.

In the spring of 1951, the Committee decided to take its political work further and
created the Young Hebrews Center. Porath argues that the group decided to become
“something more than a group of writers and readers of a periodical, yet something less
than a political party.”?* Amir took it upon himself to organize the group and set it to
action. The group’s first action, not yet under the Young Hebrew Center's moniker but as
“Alef - the voice of the youth,” set out to distribute flyers bearing “Zionism out of Israel”
during the Zionist Congress held in Jerusalem on August 14, 1951. According to the Shin
Bet report, Amir and Ornan conceived the idea of distributing the flyers, using two young
students from Haifa.?** The Shin Bet alerted the police, who quickly stopped the flyer
distribution.?#

According to an unnamed Shin Bet informant, on September 14, 1951, the Young
Hebrews Center was established in the offices of Major Samuel Weiser at the Romano
house in Tel Aviv.>*® Weiser, who immigrated to Israel in 1948, was a former major in
the British Army who, in 1945, created the Hebrew Commission for National Liberation

“to assist in the upbuilding of Palestine as the legal, political, and historical homeland of
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the Jewish people.”?*’ The Young Hebrews Center would be headed by Amir, Shelah,
and Weiser, who was added for his ability to potentially secure funding for the group.?*®
Amir commenced the meeting with a group of twenty-one members, including Ornan,
Amir’s wife Hanna, and Tammuz and his wife. A day later, the group met again to
discuss the group’s platform, written by Amir, and elected the central committee.
The platform was composed of three pages outlining the group's goals with twenty-four
clauses which included the demand for:
The self-determination of all the inhabitants of the state of Israel, regardless of
religion, community, or origin. The revival, liberation, and development of the
Fertile Crescent. The separation of religion and state. Equal rights to all the
citizens of Israel. Support for the Hebrew revival, along with the revival of other
secular groups in the Middle East (including Turkey, Egypt, and Iran). Joint work
with anti-Pan-Arabism groups in Lebanon. The denial of all rights by the Zionist
Histadrut. The full incorporation of the non-Jewish economy within Israel’s
economy. The promotion of the homeland’s culture based on the Hebrew
revival.?#
Amir spent the following months lecturing in different forums on the group’s objectives
to garner support. On November 12, 1951, the Young Hebrews made their public debut
with a press conference held in Tel Aviv and the publication of their platform in Alef.>>°
The group outlined the main points of its platform, stressing the need to unify the Fertile

Crescent and its people.?>! Although the group ultimately failed to gather political

backing, it marked the first attempt to shift its focus from strictly intellectual and literary
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pursuits to political engagement. Amir now assumed an even more prominent role, as
both the editor of 4lef and a leading force within the Young Hebrews. In fact, a Shin Bet
report from 1951 argued that Amir was quickly becoming the group's leader, replacing
Shelah, who began to move away due to ideological differences. The report stated, “The
Ideologist and spiritual leader of the group is Aharon Amir, a strong personality who
leaves a lasting impression on those who come in contact with him.”?3?

Amir ended 1951 on a high note, winning the 1951 Tchernichovsky award for
outstanding translations for his translation of Willaim Albright’s The Archaeology of
Palestine.>> However, critics were quick to denounce Amir’s translation, arguing that his
use of Hebrew is archaic due to his Canaanite affiliation, with one critic arguing, “Yet, as
much as the author strove to bring the scientific subject closer to the hearts of the people,
2254

so did the translator strive to distance it.

When Talk Turns into Action (1952-1953)

In 1952, the Young Hebrews came under criticism following the actions of one of its
former members. On June 22, 1952, Amos Kenan, together with his friend and former
Lehi member Shaltiel Ben-Yair, placed an explosive device at the door of the
transportation minister, David Zvi Pinkas, who sought to legislate a law against operating
vehicles on Saturdays to preserve fuel. Kenan, like many others in Israel, regarded “the

Sabbath Law” as an act of religious coercion that betrayed the core principles they fought
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for during the 1948 war.?>> By then Kenan had distanced himself from the Young
Hebrews. However, authorities still accused the group of planning the bombing, which
they denounced, suing Maariv for the wrongful accusations.?® However, although the
Supreme Court acquitted Kenan and Ben-Yair, their actions, along with Amir’s growing
inclination towards direct violent actions he began to adopt at the time, garnered the
attention of the Shin Bet, who closely monitored him.

In 1952, the Young Hebrews decided to fight political corruption in Israel as part
of their ideology to uproot any form of governmental corruption. To advance that agenda
they choose to target the mayor of Akko, Mapai member Baruch Noy, who was
investigated for the mismanagement of funds, political nepotism, and the unlawful
dismissal of city employees.?” The Young Hebrews decided to make an example of Noy,
who they feared would be wrongfully acquitted by the Mapai-led committee established
to investigate him. During a meeting held in Haifa, the group suggested to punish Noy

with “A healthy lashing using lead-filled pipes,”?

with Amir suggesting he would be
able to acquire “Molotov bottles, grenades, and maybe a few small pistols.”?* On

October 26, 1952, Amir met with Uri Noyman, presumably the Shin Bet’s informant
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within the Young Hebrews’ Haifa branch,?® instructing him to spy on Noy.?! On
October 29, Noy resigned from his position, leading to the group’s decision to terminate
the planned assassination.

At the end of 1952 and the beginning of 1953, Amir strove to gain more power
within the group, adopting increasingly bold and extreme ideas. It seems that the plan to
assassinate Noy, as well as Kenan’s bombing, had created a desire within Amir to turn
words into action. On November 11, 1952, Amir visited the group’s increasingly
important Haifa branch to speak about further actions. An informant, presumably
Noyman, relayed to the Shin Bet that the members commented on Amir’s attempts to
take over the full leadership position of the group and showed their interest in further
working with the group.?6?

On January 1, 1953, Shelah, Amir, and Ornan met in Shelah’s apartment to
discuss ways to battle the Muslim world. The group suggested sending letter bombs to
Muslim leaders, with Lebanon as their primary target. Amir mentioned to the group that
he was in contact with Eliyahu Lenkin, a former Etzl commander and the Altalena’s
Captain, to acquire explosives. When Ornan suggested carrying out the action, Amir

objected, arguing that Yaakov Eliav, known by his alias “the velvet-eyed killer,” A

former Lehi explosive specialist, should be contracted.?®* Eliav declined, and the group
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decided to use Kenan and Ben -Yair, who already proved their abilities, to execute the
plan. The plan was for Kenan and Ben-Yair to depart for Lebanon, using French
passports provided by Dr. Samuel L. Ariel, a former Etzel and Young Hebrews affiliate.
Once there, they would mail the letter bombs. However, once again, the plans were
aborted when the group became suspicious of Kenan, and Samuel.?%

As the editor of Alef and part of the leadership of the Young Hebrews movement,
Amir spent 1951-1953 advancing his standing within the group, at times acting as its
active leader. However, the group's attempts at political and terrorist action often failed
due to a lack of resources, leadership, and, at times, a more substantial following. By the
summer of 1953, Alef and the group had practically disbanded. The periodical’s sales
plummeted, and many of its contributors, including Kenan, Gafni, Ashman, and even
Shelah, ceased contributing. Furthermore, the lack of substantial political and cultural
contribution drove away many other members. Thus, in April 1953, Alef’s last periodical
appeared, to which the group itself disbanded after, and only returned to operate on the
backdrop of the 1967 war without Amir.2% With this chapter of his life ending, in July
1953, Amir left for a European trip, spending time with Dr. Samuel L. Ariel, a former
Etzel member and Young Hebrews affiliate who acted as a liaison between the group and
the French authorities, in Paris.?®¢ However, even though no longer part of the group,
Amir kept promoting its ideas, in his 1955 novel, And Death Shall Have No Dominion,

which is discussed in the following chapter.
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However, the desire to create a Hebrew nation stretching from modern Egypt to
Modern Iraq failed to resonate with many Israelis who viewed the group as disconnected
from the practical needs of the newly established state. The group’s hostility towards
Diaspora Jews, mainly their contempt for Holocaust survivors, further alienated potential
followers. During the early 1950s, as the group began to disband due to a lack of public
support, funding, and political traction, many of its members, including Kenan, Tammuz,
and Gafni, left the group, denouncing their Canaanite past. However, Amir, a true

believer, would carry on the group’s ideological banner for the rest of his life.
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Chapter 3: Amir’s Literary Critique of the 1948 War (1948-1955)

From 1948 onward, Amir, by then a central figure in the Young Hebrews movement,
began implementing literature as a vehicle to critique the 1948 war and the establishment
of the state of Israel. He argued that external forces, driven by diasporic Jewish
ideologies, such as Zionism, had imposed the war on Hebrews, those born in Eretz
Yisrael, and marginalized their aspirations for a Hebrew secular state independent of
diasporic influence. In his view, the war contradicted these ideals and was thus a conflict
fought in vain. Amir’s literary work conveyed the emotional, psychological, and physical
toll of war on soldiers, families, youths, and the Palestinians alike, often through
protagonists marked by detachment and alienation.

Within Amir’s protagonist construction, detachment plays an essential role,
further representing the tensions and hardships experienced during the transition from the
pre-state period to the early years of statehood. The figure of the detached (talush) first as
a response to changes in Jewish life was then carried to Mandatory Palestine and retold
on the backdrop of the country and its hardships.?%’ As literary scholar Heddy Shait
argues, “At the end of the Nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century
the figure of the detached stood at the center of many modern Hebrew stories.”?®® This
included the works of Micha Josef Berdyczewski, Uri Nissan Gnessin, Gershon Shofman,
and others. The literary model of the detached represented the hardships and challenges
experienced by diasporic Jews, including the violence enacted against them by non-Jews,

the introduction of the Enlightenment into Jewish life, and the breakdown of traditional
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Jewish life.?®” When authors began to portray the experiences and hardships of youths
who came to Eretz Yisrael during the first Aliyot at the turn of the twentieth century, the
model of the detached not only became a lived reality but also grew far more complex.
Far removed from their families and former lives, many of the young pioneers
experienced an intensified sense of detachment, a condition often explored in early
twentieth-century Hebrew literature. Although these youths came to Eretz Yisrael to
reinvent themselves as new Jews, the figure of the detached revealed that many still
retained the very traits they sought to escape, most notably the perceived diasporic
weakness. This tension, as exemplified through Hebrew literature, underscores how the
transformation they sought failed when their ideals confronted reality.?”

However, as Nurit Govrin argued, the Talush model did not resolve itself with
immigration to Palestine and America. In fact, the Talush model became even more
complex as the hope for regeneration in a new country failed to resolve the hardships
Hebrew youths faced. The works of Yosef Haim Brenner, who immigrated to Palestine in
1909, best reflect this tension. In his writing, Brenner exemplified that the hardships
were, in fact, carried by the Jewish immigrants, especially when faced with the emotional
and physical challenges of their new lives as laborers. Authors of the Third Aliyah, such
as Yehuda Yaari and Yitzhak Shenhar, wrote semi-biographical works that further
stressed the hardships faced by those who immigrated, showing the long duree of the

struggle and failure of young Jews to reinvent themselves as new men and women. In

fact, it would reappear in the writings of the American Jewish author Philip Roth,
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exemplifying the detachment American Jews experience in their dual identities and the
tension it creates. 27!

What sets Amir’s depiction of the detached figure apart from other Hebrew
authors is the gradual evolution from emotional detachment and trauma to violence. This
evolution suggests that suppressed internal conflict, guilt, and trauma eventually
personify in maladaptive tendencies. In French literature, Albert Camus’ The Stranger
best represents this trajectory, in which the protagonist, Meursault, is portrayed as a
detached figure, whose detachment eventually leads him to a violent act, the murder of an
Arab.?’? When contextualized, the similarities between Amir’s detached figure and
Camus’s The Stranger share further similarities. Both protagonists, whether by birth or by
immigration, found themselves residing in a new country markedly different from their
place of origin: Meursault in French-controlled Algeria and Amir’s protagonist in
Mandatory Palestine. Furthermore, the colonial aspect further illuminates their trajectory
from trauma to violence. Both Camus’ and Amir’s protagonists are partaking in the
colonial system, often as both proprietors and victims, leading them to internalize the
violence that is an essential part of colonial domination. In a Jewish-Israeli context, this
suggests a trajectory whereby the detachment experienced in the diaspora, and later
reenacted in Eretz Yisrael, ultimately culminates in forms of violence directed at
Palestinians.

Another distinguishing factor, as Shait argues, is that the figure of the detached is
primarily male. However, Amir’s literature engages with a broader range of characters

and situations, including children and families, tracing the traumatic impact the 1948 war
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had on them. Lastly, while Amir’s figure(s) of the detached initially appear defeatist, as
some critics argued, fighting a war that did not represent its aspirations, the establishment
of the state of Israel marks a pivotal shift in which emotional detachment transformed
into violence, thus completing the trajectory of trauma that his work traces.

The Literature of 1948

Uri S. Cohen, “security style,” argues that the concept of war has shaped Israeli
discourse, mainly the connections between Hebrew literature, the language used, and the
thought of the Hebrew culture of war as a form of a unifying factor, eventually not only
creating a nation but also justifying much of its actions.?”® Part of this discourse is the
notion that Israelis had to accept a narrative that portrayed Israel as the victor of its wars,
when the reality was vastly different, as a means to minimize the dissonance between the
official propaganda and the reality they experienced, when total victory was seldom the
case.”’* Thus, although many Israelis perceived the 1948 war as a decisive victory,
prominent hegemonic writers of the period, such as S. Yizhar and Moshe Shamir,
portrayed the profound disillusionment that accompanied the transition from pre-state
society to statehood. Their works "were infused with bitterness, disappointment, and a
sense of missed opportunity that came to characterize their generation," as they grappled
with the moral and emotional burden of the retribution Israel sought to impose on the
Arab world. Those who were once neighbors and friends were now viewed strictly as

enemies, clashing with many Israelis lived experience. This also appears in Amir’s first

273 Uri S. Cohen, Security Style and the Hebrew Culture of War (Bialik Institute, 2017),
9.
274 Cohen, Security Style and the Hebrew Culture of War, 11-12.

109



book, And Death Shall Have No Dominion, discussed below, which focuses on the shift
from pre- to post-state as experienced by a Hebrew family.

As Hannan Hever and Lisa Katz argue, during the 1940s, Hebrew poetry and
literature were preoccupied with themes of death and violence, shaped by the trauma of
the Holocaust, ongoing conflicts in Europe and Mandatory Palestine, and the rise of
Jewish nationalism leading up to the 1948 war.?”> The concerns due to the violence and
trauma were reflected in the metaphors and imagery used by writers of the period. Many,
especially women poets such as Leah Goldberg, employed introspective and intimate
modes of writing as forms of critique of the dominant nationalist discourse. Others, such
as Avot Yeshurun, S. Yizhar, and Abba Kovner, further utilized their poetry and
literature to critique the war. For instance, Yizhar's story "The Prisoner," which critiques
the war by focusing on matters of responsibility, or lack thereof, regarding occupation
and the treatment of the colonized. The critique of war is further represented in Yehudit
Handel's story "Son's Grave," which deals with a grieving family over their son's death,
representing the effects of war on whole families, and Amalia Kahana-Carmon's "At
Knife-Point," that deals with sexuality, violence, and responsibility through female
experience of war and the connection between sexual and occupational violence during
and after war.?’® Yet, it is important to note that authors such as Handel and Kahana-
Carmon were marginal figures within the hegemonic discourse of the period. Post 1948,

political and literary hegemony in Israel consolidated around Palmach/Haganah veterans,
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while Revisionist and Communist authors were largely excluded from the national
pantheon and literary canon. As Cohen argues, hegemonic authors such as Shamir were

preoccupied with the notion of the fallen soldier, the native son who dies to defend his

people.?”’

Thus, Amir literature aligned itself with a broader literary and political movement
in response to the 1948 war that sought to critically engage with the war’s aftermath,
including Palestinian displacement and erasure. However, it is important to note that
Amir stood on the margins of Hebrew literature. Not only ideologically heterodox, as the
bearer of Canaanite ideology, he was further sidelined by the hegemony and literary
canonical formation that primarily focused on the native son who died for his people.
Amid a national atmosphere of triumph and destruction, Amir, as well as other literary
figures, implemented literary means to complicate and often criticize the prevailing
Zionist narrative. Their work voiced the concerns of many Israelis, young,
disenfranchised, and often ideologically disillusioned, who felt manipulated by
nationalist myths. In a politically and emotionally charged time, the publication of Alef

served as a timely and deliberate act of cultural, political, and literary intervention.

The Fall of the Besieged (1948)

As argued in the previous chapter, Amir’s wartime experience as a soldier influenced
much of his prose. Consequently, most of his prose is set in Jerusalem and reflects the

city’s psychological and political landscape during and after the war. These works were
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first published in A/ef and in Israeli newspapers, and later published in the books he
published in 1955 and 1985.278

Amir’s first literary contribution to Alef, the Young Hebrews periodical, was a
short story named “Mapalat HaNefulim” (“The Fall of the Besieged™). 27° The story, told
from the perspective of the protagonist named Amir, details a company of soldiers
stationed in the neighborhood of Abu-tor. As the name indicates, the army division is
stationed on a mountain slope across the Old City, which is besieged, which lends itself
to a dystopian description of their circumstances. This is best portrayed as Amir awakens
to see his fellow soldier, Jacob, eating a pigeon. The food is scarce, as Amir depicts how
the platoon raids the homes of Palestinians to steal rice. Amir seems detached and self-
centered, showing hatred towards the other soldiers, hoping they will not consume the
three pigeons left in their stew.

Amir finds the other characters, mainly their commander Ze’ev, ridiculous as he
comments to himself, “The Commander’s mannerisms, which Ze’ev adopted through
studying military literature, primarily Soviet heroics, made his every movement and
reaction resemble that of a pretentious prima donna.”?%° This detachment and ridicule is
further exemplified when a fellow soldier, Benjamin Matzliach Levi (Matzliach meaning
successful in Hebrew, which he is ironically named), a Middle Eastern Jew depicted as
having "a hefty dose of primitive cunning,”?%! for his ability to steal large amounts of

food, informs Amir that the Arab Legion is destroying the Old City, Amir sarcastically
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replies “A great innovation...what else?”?%2 When a bullet narrowly misses Amir’s head,
he remains indifferent, as the soldiers ask him “what’s wrong with you, for god’s
sake?7283

When the Old City’s besieged surrender, the plot immediately resumes its
dystopian character, with the platoon now catching and cooking a rooster as they further
raid Palestinian houses for supplies. Ze’ev, as the senior commander, informs the platoon
that the Old City has surrendered and Amir mockingly depicts the fact that Ze’ev cried
when informing the platoon. The story ends with Amir, the author not the protagonist,
contemplating his real-life experience in the Old City as a young student, and how
pathetic the characters surrounding him were. When a fellow soldier informs Amir that
now that the fall of the Old City could signal their platoon’s impending collapse, Amir

29284

coldly answers, “go to hell.”*** as the story abruptly ends.

A sense of disillusionment, detachment, and the toll of the war experienced by the
soldiers and citizens, who often felt it was unjust, resonates in Amir’s story. In opposition
to Haim Gouri’s representations of the befallen soldiers as the elegant and the handsome,
mainly in his “Song of Friendship,”?*> or Shamir’s tragic, yet patriotic figure, Uri.
Although Shamir’s protagonist, Uri, the native son who experiences crisis through his
relations with his parents and the Kibbutz, leading him to leave the Kibbutz to join the

Palmah, where he eventually dies, can also be viewed as detached, most readers viewed
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him as a positive model of the Sabra. In contrast, Amir portrays emotionally and
psychologically damaged characters, detached men living in a dystopian war forced on
many of them. They do not seem heroic or even committed to the ideological struggle
against the Arab world but primarily try to survive while constructing meaning and
coherence on a disintegrating sociopolitical reality. The only figure in the story that is not
detached, Ze’ev, is ridiculed for his performative nature, depicted as a prima donna.
When contextualized in the ideological agenda of the Young Hebrews’ ideology, the
story presents a deeper meaning. Through the story, Amir addresses the Hebrew youth,
mainly those who fought and are still fighting the war, suggesting this is not their war.

In Alef’s second issue, published in August 1949, Ya‘akov Ashman, under the
pseudonym Y oram Nimshi, published the article “To Die but What For?”28¢ The article
dealt with the trauma and detachment experienced in the war, fortifying the Young
Hebrews ideology as presented in his story. Nimshi wrote about the 1948 war “This was
not a national war. This was a war enforced on the individual, an individual war of self-
defense. And the individual broke down in his solitude, in the struggle with the selfish
instinct of self-preservation.”?®” Nimshi argued that there was a significant disconnect
between the younger generation that fought the war and the older generation who
justified the war through liberal humanist ideals. He further argued that the literature that
was produced to justify the war, mainly glorifying the Palmach, was prominently featured

in post-war publications, while literature and poetry that offered a critical perspective of
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the war were largely excluded. Thus, critical works of art were replaced by mainly
celebratory poems such as Haim Hefer’s “The Jeep,”?% which emphasized Sabra
camaraderie and idealized wartime experience. He ended the article by chastising Israeli
society, asking: “And through it all, did you hear the cry of the men of war? Did you hear
their piercing questions? Did you sense the vast and terrible doubt? The sound of the
collapse of all the values that were supposedly directed at us?”2%°

As Yael Dekel argues, Nimshi “demands that the war literature adopt an
uncompromising ideological-poetic stance, a demand that is understood as carrying
national significance. However, this expectation did not align with the positions,
expressive modes, and narrative forms of mainstream Hebrew literature at the time,
which further grappled with doubt and uncertainty regarding the military conduct and
personal experience during the war.”?°° Nimishi's call for a literary revolution
representing the detachment and trauma experienced during the war resonated with
Amir’s prose in Alef’s first issue. By ignoring the real-life experiences of many soldiers,
Hebrew literature failed to convey their genuine experiences. However, for the Young
Hebrews, this was not merely a critique of the state, but also an ideological avenue to
awaken the Hebrew youth to take up the cause of Hebrew nationalism. Thus, once again,

Amir combined ideology and literature to further the Young Hebrews’ goals.
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Palestinian Trauma (1949)

In Alef's third publication, published in November 1949, Amir extended his
critique of the 1948 war to confront the profound trauma experienced by Palestinians. In
the story "The New Morning,"?*! Amir, under the pen name Yariv Eitam, depicted the
experience of Palestinians' expulsion from their village and eventual murder at the hands
of Israeli soldiers.

The story begins with Gabriel, a former Lehi member, pleading unsuccessfully to
the Israeli military administration to save Abu-Hussein, his friend who hid him during the
mandate Period, as his village anticipates an immediate expulsion. The story then moves
to depict the village and its people, who deliberate on the looming expulsion. One of the
men argues that "the state does not want more Muslims added to it, but on the other hand,
they have an interest in showing that the pacified villages are viewed favorably."?°? The
rest of the men disagree with this assertion, arguing that "they want to get rid of all of us.
Yesterday, 'smugglers,' today 'infiltrators,' and tomorrow we will all stand in line, you
will see.”?* Representing the Palestinians as indigenous inhabitants of the land, tied to its
scenery and primordial past, Amir describes them as "dozens of people who know the
day and who know the night, who know the sun, the wind... the stone and the rock...the

mountain and the ridge...who know sweat and know laughter...who know pain, illness,
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and love..."?** and as "sons to this land, sons to sons of these mountains, and of their
village. Sons of these mountains, and this village, and of this land."?%

In contrast, Amir represents the Israeli soldiers sitting, both physically and
metaphorically, in their "ancient Israeli post,"?°¢ invoking historical continuity, yet one
that stands in tension with the Palestinians' ancient connection to the land. The soldiers
discuss the delay in deportation, due to the late sunset, as their commander states,
"Gabriel came to nag me,"?"’ to plead for Abu-Hussein and the villagers. As the
expulsion begins, one of the soldiers says to his commander, "You know, for some reason
this reminds me of one of those movies about the Germans,"?*® relating the Israeli
expulsion to the Nazi death marches. The commander wonders if the soldier says that
vgladly or grudgingly," to which the soldier shrugs and replies, "The devil will take all of
them, he will take them all, the devil."?*° The story ends with a gruesome death scene as

on

Amir describes the Palestinians’ "mutilated and disfigured, their bones now lay in the
dirt, a mush of flesh and blood... and the blood sips and absorbs in the dirt of this land, it
sips and consumes in the bowls of the land which they came from."3* Here Amir
completes a cyclical literary trajectory whereby the Palestinians, indigenous to the land
and its nature, are forced back to it by the violence of Israeli displacement. In the closing

sentence, a new dawn rises to exemplify that the next day arrives as if nothing had

happened, as if the village has never existed.
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The story was written in May 1949, the same month that S. Yizhar's Khirbet
Khizeh was published.?®! Thus, it is no surprise that both share a haunting resemblance.
Yizhar's book also deals with the expulsion and destruction of a Palestinian village and
its inhabitants, while focusing on the immorality of such an act. In Khirbet Khizeh, the
soldiers often contemplate the consequences of such violence towards the Palestinians, as
they will grow up to hate Israel. The story also focuses on the nativity of the Palestinians,
set against the backdrop of depictions of the beautiful scenery destroyed under Israeli
violence.

Literary scholar and Amos Kenan’s partner, Nurith Gertz compares both stories
showing the similarities portrayed by both authors. Both stories contrast between the
narrow and suffocating Israeli existence and the natural Palestinian existence, depicted by
the village and descriptions of nature in both stories. This contrast is further reflected in
the characterization of both people, where Palestinians are portrayed as living in harmony
with nature, depicted by the scenes of their villages, while Jews are depicted primarily as
individuals adept at navigating and exploiting the Israeli military-bureaucratic system.
What sets the stories apart is their critical stances towards the expulsion. While Yizhar is
ambivalent towards the Arab village and its inhabitants, Amir portrays the village in a
positive manner, the Palestinians as the natives of the land and an essential part of the
land and the scenery. Gerth rightfully argues that the story supports the ideology of the
Young Hebrews as it portrays the decaying, corrupt and violent Israeli state in

comparison to the authentic, native, Arab village and its inhabitants.30?
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As Hever argues, since 1948, Israel has tried to erase Palestinians and the memory

303 However,

of their existence through renaming villages and other colonial practices.
this venture failed as literature, as well as the physical presence of Palestinians and their
former villages and towns, forever remained as a reminder of the violence enacted against
them. When focusing on Yizhar's story, Hever argues that Palestinian suffering is viewed
solely through the eyes of an Israeli soldier, as he processes the trauma that he caused
Palestinians and the trauma of becoming an occupier. However, “while raising the issue
of responsibility, this critique also enabled the characteristic Israeli response to the
Nakba, a ritualistic collective disavowal, fueled, in this case, by criticism of the story's
one-sided and unbalanced depiction of the Arabs as innocent and the Jews as evil
malefactors.”3%* Hever argues that Yizhar fails to see the otherness of Palestinians in the
binary of "I" vs. "the other," creating a false binary dichotomy that fails to take complete
account of the trauma of expulsion.”30

Hence, what distinguishes Amir's critique is its non-binary approach, as he
humanizes the Palestinians, emphasizing their nativity. Furthermore, in Amir’s story, the
village remains nameless, only portrayed by its inhabitants. However, their blood,
representing their memory, sips into the land and becomes part of the land’s DNA.
Another important literary theme is the inclusion of the Holocaust and the connection

between its violence and the violence enacted against the Palestinians. Thus, Amir takes

the critique of Israeli conquest and expulsion a step forward, both in voicing the trauma
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of the Palestinians, the depictions of death, and the comparisons between the expulsion
and the death marches.

Story of War (1950)

In May 1950, Amir once again returned to his criticism of the 1948 war in ”Story of
War.”3% Amir wrote and submitted the story to an international Hebrew short story
competition organized by Haaretz. The story was translated into English and published as
part of the competition. The story begins where “The Fall of the Besieged,” ends, set
against the backdrop of the fall of Jerusalem’s Old City. The squad commander, who
remains unnamed, discusses an anticipated attack by the Arab Legion set for midnight
with his superior officer. The officer is portrayed in ridicule, as Zee’ev was in “The Fall,”
as he is “yearning for the great dramatic experience that awaits us,” and “viewed himself
as a hero in a war film.”3%7 Resembling “The Fall,” The commander’s platoon is obsessed
with food, as they cook rice and eat jam that was stolen from a Palestinian home. The
soldiers repeatedly complain about the war, saying “This is not for us...it is for the young
people, for the Palmach...we are not suited for this,” adding “We are serious men, war is

children’s business, not ours.”3%

The plot then moves to a long cinematic description of
Jerusalem, an ode to its beauty, incorporating the Palestinians as authentic inhabitants
sitting in their homes awaiting the fall of the Jews while casually debating the rise in
prices. The story returns to the emotional detachment of war as the commander envisions

the soldiers' experience as “We will be embarrassed. Angry. Confused. We won't think of

anything, we will just stand and shoot, in the deafening noise, in the great chaos, within
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the fire and the storm.”3% As the platoon awaits midnight and the rise of the moon, which
they suspect is when the Arab forces will attack, the commander falls asleep thinking
»And the moon has awaken, and with him I, and with us - the end shall awaken.”3!° To
further stress the futility of war, the night passes without incidents, which the high
commander celebrates by arguing that “at least we survived!"3!! The story ends with
another poetic depiction of Jerusalem, comparing it to a woman awakened from a
nightmare to safely see her husband calmly sleeping next to her.

On August 31, 1950, HaOlam HaZe, a periodical edited by Uri Avnery and
literary critic and known Canaanite critic Medad Schiff, published the competition’s
results. The winners were Israeli playwright Nisim Aloni and Amir. However, HaOlam
wrote regarding Amir “that although there are those who think he is one of the greatest
Hebrew poets living today...his prose is cumbersome and heavy-handed, formulaic, and
unpleasant.”*'? They added, “A noteworthy point regarding the competition: He (Amir)
notified in advance that he is going to win it, since he wrote the kind of story that would
win: tailored exactly to an international Israeli exhibition, with all the necessary
elements.”?!3

Amir’s story further elicited strong reactions from literary and social critics. Y.
Natanya wrote an article named “The Fifth Column is Running Amok,”*!* in the right-

leaning periodical Sulam. Natanya began by arguing that the S.Yizhar story Khirbet

Khizeh began a trajectory of literary defeatism, which authors like Amir and Uri Avnery
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were quick to adopt. Natanya accused Amir and Haaretz of exporting a distorted and
defeatist image of the 1948 war. He argued that although there were soldiers who felt and
acted as the one depicted in Amir’s story, they were the minority, accusing Amir and the
Young Hebrews of being “Anti-Jewish and very anti-diaspora, and ‘coincidentally,” they
are all very pacifistic as well.”3!> He further argued that “the appetite to anger became the
fundamental trait of every Canaanite.”*'® He concluded his critique by accusing that “for
some reason, Aharon Amir finds such pleasure scratching precisely that spot. Does he
truly have no other episode from the entire saga of the War in Jerusalem that he could
make the subject of his exemplary story; one meant to stand among the great stories of
the world? And thus, the writers and readers of the world view us, in such distortion,
through such caricaturizing?”3!’

During his time with the Young Hebrews, Amir often implemented his literature
to criticize the war and its effect on both the Hebrews and the Palestinians. His literature
and poetry advanced the group's anti-Zionist ideologies by criticizing the 1948 war,
expressing the disillusionment experienced by many of the country's youths, and
highlighting the impact on the Palestinians. However, this critique did not cease with the
group's disbandment.

And Death Shall Have No Dominion (1955)

In 1955, after the Young Hebrews disbanded due to political disagreements and a
lack of public support, funding, and political traction, Amir continued his critique of the

1948 war, focusing on the period leading up to the war and the establishment of the state.
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In the same year, he published, And Death Shall Have No Dominion.>'® The book
borrowed its title from a Dylan Thomas poem published in 1933. Thomas's poem
explores themes of death and resurrection, as the title suggests, referencing Jesus'
resurrection, which demonstrates that death had no dominion over the Christian Savior. It
alludes to the notion that although an external, metaphysical force torments the dead, they
are no longer able to experience suffering.®!” This notion deals with the idea that although
a person dies, death has no control over them, and thus they become the epitome of
freedom.

Furthermore, the idea of the epitome of freedom through death also resonates with
the notion of the “living-dead,” (“Hai-Met”) a literary theme implemented in Hebrew
literature and poetry of the period. Ziva Shamir argues that Alterman’s use of the living
dead echos the sentiments of various periods in Jewish history, including the detachment
experienced by young Jews in their experiences of modernity during the turn of the
twentieth century, later transforming into a national symbol that is remembered and
commemorated as the youth who died and remains forever living in the memories of the
living.3?° Cohen further supports this notion in Alterman’s poem “The Camel,” in which
the living dead, representing the dehumanizing violence of war, as an Israeli soldier

shoots the camel, and his death represents the erasure of the Palestinians, of their past, “a
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living-dead camel, representing the erased, the dead space.”?! These themes resonate
throughout Amir's book, exploring death, guilt, and detachment during the war.

Amir wrote the book between January 1, 1953, and January 1, 1955. In terms of
literary style, Amir employed the stream-of-consciousness technique, popular in
modernist literature during the early to mid-twentieth century. The work shows an
affinity to James Joyce's 1922 novel Ulysses,**?> which centers on the Bloom family's
experiences during a single day. Similarly, Amir's book focuses on the events of the
Sharon family, a Hebrew family in Jerusalem between May 14, 1948, when the Israeli
state was created, and May 15, 1948. The period was marked by uncertainty among the
country’s citizens. Amir actively utilizes this uncertainty to critique the instability he
viewed as foundational to the state’s establishment by its failure to represent the desires
of many of its citizens for a secular, Hebrew state. Amir divided the book into three
sections, each focusing on a family member: the son, Yonatan; the father, Yehuda; and
the mother, Esther, respectively, as they grapple with themes of death, guilt, and
detachment against the backdrop of the violence enacted by the British, Jews, and
Palestinians.

The book begins with Jonathan's section, a young boy who is obsessed with the
Bible, Lehi, sex and violence. It is worth noting that Yonatan bears a striking intellectual
resemblance to young Amir, who also showed interest in some of the same themes. In the
first few pages of the first section, Yonatan presents his concerns about the war to his

father, as well as his fascination with the Bible and violence. As the two walk the streets
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of Jerusalem, Yonatan asks, "But in the end, we are going to defeat the Arabs?"3?3 his
father tries to soothe him, replying, "In the end, we will defeat everyone."3?* Y onatan
then loudly exclaims, "And we will slaughter all the Arabs!"3?3 Perplexed, the father asks
why he would say such a thing. Yonatan replies, "Vengeance! Like they did... and like
Yehoshua Ben-Nun did to the thirty-one kings."

When they arrive home, his mother sends Yontan to bed. He reflects on the
bedtime stories his father told him when he was younger. The stories consisted of a mix
of Biblical tales, including those of David, Gideon, Samson, and Solomon, as well as war
stories, mainly from the 1936-1939 Palestinian uprising, in which the father fought.
While in bed, Yonatan reminisces and fantasizes:

And I would ask him about the war and he would tell me everything...How he

was sent to Kiryat Anavim, and he already had a pistol. He must teach me how to

use a weapon. If by any chance the gangs would arrive here...Or an Englishman
arrives and wants to search the house. I won't let him! Over my dead body! And
boom, I immediately put a bullet in him...He drops his stan gun and grabs his ribs
yelling Mother! And falls to the ground like a dog... And then when father comes
home and sees the blood on the floor and that Longfellow stretched out on the
floor...he pats me on the shoulder...and says: 'A man of valor. We need boys like
you.'326
The literary figure of Yonatan, cast as the ideal Hebrew youth willing to implement
violence against the British occupiers or Arab paramilitary groups, will reappear in
Amir’s prose as the model of the revolutionary Hebrew youth the Young Hebrews sought
to cultivate. In that, Yonatan internalizes the violence and militarized masculinity that

surrounds him, both from his environment as well as his father’s paramilitary past, which

he idolizes.
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The family finds out that Yehuda’s childhood friend, Zion, who served with him
in the city guard, was killed after being taken by the British police and intentionally
dropped near the Lion’s Gate, where an Arab mob killed him and three other men.
Yonatan quietly leaves his room to eavesdrop, only to be shocked and traumatized by the
news. From this plot turn, the book focuses on the notion of death, as the name suggests,
and on the detachment all the figures experience.3?’

Thus, the book’s first section critiques the war through the effect on young
Yonatan. As a child, he is affected by the violence, often fantasizing about partaking in
violent resistance portrayed by his daydreams and his adoration of Biblical stories, such
as the colonization of the land by Yehoshua Ben-Noon. The daily violence Yonatan
witnesses robs him of his childhood, as he is confronted with Zion’s violent death. Here,
death has almost full dominion, consuming Yonatan's mind and soul, filling them with
images of violence and death. If Amir’s literature previously focused mainly on soldiers
traumatized by the war, here he shifts his attention to the effect the 1948 war had on
children, who, although innocent, are not spared its brutality.

The second part of the book focuses on Yehuda Sharon and the detachment he
experiences from both the death of his friend and the war. Yehuda works for the British
administration during the day and volunteers as a commander in the Jerusalem Guard
Force at night. As he arrives at his makeshift command post, in part of a house owned by
a German elderly couple, he meditates on the death of Zion. When speaking to his peers,
who are shocked by the murder, he comments, "It is just a shame Yonatan woke

up...Although, actually, what does it matter? He would have found out in the morning
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anyway. Now he will not fall asleep."*?® Then, in an internal stream of consciousness, he
thinks, "That's all I could say right now! It is a shame about Yonatan, a shame he woke
up. As if that is what really matters. Why is that the most important thing is never said
when it truly matters."?°

The war prompts Yehuda to reflect on the performative masculinity expected of
men during the war and how death challenges these conceptions. As a fellow soldier asks
Yehuda if he wants to rest for a while, Yehuda refuses. In his internal dialogue, he thinks:

And why do I all of a sudden try to make an impression on him. 'Tonight I will

not be able to fall asleep.' The man who retains himself and suppresses his tears.

Oh oh. The pretense of activity. And the pretense of masculinity. Pretenses. Only

Zion would not pretend. In any case, probably not in the end. In the end, no one

pretends. Except the 'great figures in history.' Goethe, for instance. 'Light, more

light." Or 'it is good to die for our country.' However, that is a lie, of course.?°
This detachment leads Yehuda to feel guilty for Zion's death, as he replaced Yehuda as
the group’s commander on the night he died. Yehuda sways between guilt and
detachment, unable to fully process the death or his mortality. Furthermore, sleep
becomes a focus of Yehuda’s section as sleep is akin to death. Yet Yehuda will not
slumber, as he clings to life while death surrounds him.

As the night passes, Yehuda reflects on the role of the new state in creating
tensions and strains between the Hebrew and Palestinian communities. He harks back to
the 1929 riots, when Zion and he fought against the Palestinians and the British,
reminiscing:

Back then it was all so simple. Also, the politics, also the riots. Provincial.

Everyone knows his friend, everyone knows the ‘fighter’ from the opposite side...
This one is the stone maker from Beit Safafa who works in Ben Baruch’s
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building. That one is the butcher from near Bab al-Amud...And that tall

Englishman who fools around with Feinberg’s daughter...Like a little civil war in

a Mexican town, more or less...Intimate. Fuming for a few days. Shed as much

blood as possible. Then later you begin to visit each other again and to embrace

each other, but in a special way, to show that everything was forgotten and it was

all an annoying misunderstanding, and it was all the El-Aangliz’s fault.33!
As was common in Amir’s critique of the 1948 war, food, which was scarce, became a
further focal point in the book, illustrating how his characters became detached from the
realities of war by focusing on their immediate needs. As morning breaks, Yehuda and a
fellow soldier discuss food, while guilt and detachment persist. Yehuda reflects,

The tea is good. Good idea. Even a sandwich is something timely. It's just that

the sardines have a slight moldy taste. It does not matter. I was hungry and I did

not know. In fact, Zion died in my place. It does not matter. Was it possible to

know beforehand? Blind faith...Everything passes, everything is blind.3*

As the rest of the men arise, they begin to discuss the politics of the newly formed
state. Yehuda, reflecting Amir’s critique of the Jewish-diasporic character of the future
state, reflects: “If there will be an independent state here, God knows what face it will
have. “Shenoristan,” as the jokers say.”3* When considering the disconnect between
Hebrews and diasporic Jews, Yehuda further contemplates, “Anyway, as if there is any
334

true connection between those shitty “Two Thousand Years,” and our actual problems.

Israel Geffen, a character representing the labor Zionist movement, reflects on his

331 Amir, And Death Shall Have No Dominion, 88.

332 Amir, And Death Shall Have No Dominion, 96-97. In Hebrew the last sentence is a
play on words “Hakol Over, Hakol Iver.” (O.K)

333 Amir, And Death Shall Have No Dominion, 110. Shenoristan, meaning the land of the
Schnorres, comes from the Yiddish word “Schnorrer,” meaning a Jewish beggar who is
pretentious of respectability. The term has a distinct diasporic origin from the
Chmielnicki massacres in Poland (1648-57), when thousands of Jews fled to Germany.
Joseph Jacobs, Judah David Eisenstein, “Schnorrer,” The Jewish Encyclopedia,
https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13293 -schnorrer, (accessed August 6,
2025.)
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aspirations when speaking to Yehuda, who finds them laughable, saying: “It will be
good! You will see. What matters the most is to bring as many Jews, as much as we want,
and as much as possible and we will create many-many Kibbutzim and many-many
factories. And we will have an army, a real army, and you will be a captain, a real
captain, ha-ha, don’t worry!”33* Yehuda ridicules Geffen by cynically answering, “Good,
Geffen. That is exactly what I want. How well you understand me!”33¢ Before ending his
duty and going home, Yehuda reflects on the future of the state, focusing on the use of
myths in constructing a national narrative and identity, cynically thinking:
And we will conquer cities, burn villages, and the old will come toward us waving
a white flag, with pita and salt. The whole world will be talking about us, telling
legends about us. From everywhere they will come to photograph us for the
newspapers and newsreels, from the front and the back and the sides. And we will
also sing songs about ourselves...and tell legends about ourselves. ‘Here, this is
where I stood, and here stood the Arabs.” Each one of us will be a former hero,
and the little ones who did not experience this could tell this about us.*3’
When contemplating death once more, Yehuda thinks: “All kinds of wounds will heal
and the dead we will forget. As usual and as appropriate.”3*® In a moment of clarity,
death helps Yehuda reflect on his own detachment, “But, in fact, this kind of apathy
towards death is a horrible thing, because death provides our lives with maturity. The
awareness of death confers nobility and matures it. Without the awareness of death, there
could not be a right and fruitful attitude towards life.”*3° Yet, this new found revelation

is short-lived as death takes hold once again and reminds Yehuda how it altered his

character when he thinks: “Should I mention how I am growing old and losing my taste
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for life...that even 1929 seems prehistoric and the ambitions that I once had and the pride
and the confidence, all those seem like they belong to someone else, a foreigner, far
away?! That all the time, deep inside of me, I feel sadness.”3*

When the rest of the men awake, Yehuda rests for a while. As he dreams, his
dream manifests as a theater of absurdity. In the dream, he is courted by a famous actress,
reminding him of his virility, yet death still haunts him. He sees Zion, who takes the form
of a schoolboy, being thrown out of the British police car, calling him for help, shouting
that he is hurting. A Greek choir calls Yehuda a son of a dog as he shoots Zion. He then
turns to his son, Yonatan, and orders him to shoot the actress.>*! As he awakes, the
second part of the book comes to its end when he leaves to return home.

Thus, if in the first section, death held complete dominion over Yonatan’s mind,
in Yehuda’s case death still dominates, but in a manner that detaches him from engaging
fully with the horrors of war. While he constantly ruminates regarding Zion’s death,
moving from guilt to detachment, he never fully confronts the trauma and futility of war.
Here, death has but a fleeting dominion, one that leaves Yehuda disconnected, detached,
and guilt-ridden. His critique of the newly established state is used by Amir to convey the
ideology of the Young Hebrews, above all the discontinuity between Hebrews and
diasporic Jews. This is particularly evident when Yehuda prophesied that the new land
would be Schnorrerland, a harsh commentary on the state's unstable foundations and its
potential to become dependent and unsustainable. If in the first section death held full
dominion over Yonatan, in Yehuda’s case its hold is partial, leaving Yehuda, and

metaphorically, the new state uprooted and detached.
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The third part focuses on Esther, the family's matriarch. As the book progresses,
death wanes in its dominion over the family members, with Esther seeming the most
emotionally detached. Much of the chapter is devoted to her reflections on family life, her
past infidelities, and sustenance, as Amir often utilized the focus on basic human needs as
a form of escapism from the trauma of war. When Esther turns her attention to the war,
her thoughts mainly focus on her children's future, echoing the concerns of many parents
during the period.

The concern for her children is best portrayed when Yonatan, who is traumatized
by Zion’s death, is allowed to stay home and not attend school. Esther comments on the
effects of death and war on Yonatan, thinking: “How he walks, my child! As if he isn’t
himself. As though compelled by a demon, as they say. He was never like this. Nor was 1.
But I do not have the strength to think what he thinks about, what he thinks of me, of
us.”3*? She is further concerned that Yonatan, living through war, will grow up detached
like his father, thinking, “He will be a fine young man when he grows up. The
seriousness with which he approaches things, just like Yehuda was in the beginning. How
alike they are. But later? Will he also become like Yehuda did, indifferent and
uncaring?... Enough, I'm full (from eating).”3*

Amir further uses Esther to discuss the toll that women, especially mothers,
experienced during and after the war. As Esther reflects on her future, she utters to
herself, “When things are settled, I must start working myself again. To feel some relief,

some freedom.”3* In that, Esther represents the struggle of women who were forced to
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stay home, placing their own needs aside during war.?* For Esther, home and family life
become her focus, leaving her little room to process the trauma of war.

Esther's attitude towards death, as she is confronted by it after Zion’s death, is
convoluted and often perplexing. For Esther, Zion’s figure resonates with Thomas’ poem
in which death offers a final form of peace for the dead as they are beyond harm, when
she thinks to herself: “If you were not alive right now, you would die from it, but now
nothing would happen to you because you are already dead.”**® She then quickly moves
to meditate the gruesome bodily experiences of death, “And then the worms. Slippery
like, moist, hissing and entering every orifice.”**’ However, this contemplation of
mortality also intensifies her erotic desire. As Yehuda and Esther lay in bed, she turns to
him, expressing her desire for physical intimacy: “I want you. Now? Yes, now. In the
middle of the day? Before the funeral? In the middle of the day, before the funeral.

Naughty, it is not nice! You should be ashamed.”34?

Furthermore, Esther does not merely
seek physical affection. The contemplation of war and mortality evokes in her a desire to
create life, to bear another child.** In that, death has no dominion as the contemplation of
mortality reaffirms life, bringing new life into existence.

The book ends on a detached note as the family discuss their familial needs as if

nothing happened. Esther experiences menstrual pains, again reminding the reader of the

cycle of life, as Yehuda prepares to attend the funeral. The two discuss what the kids will

%% Tami Amanda Jacoby, Women in Zones of Conflict: Power and Resistance in Israel
(McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 59-62.
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do during the afternoon and the preparation of meatballs for dinner, as the couple plan to
go to bed early, feeling they deserve the peaceful rest.>>°

Thus, in the third chapter of the book, death has very little dominion over Esther,
echoing the sensual, loyal, yet conflicted character of Molly Bloom in Joyce’s Ulysses.
She spends most of her time reflecting on her past, mainly her infidelities with a British
officer and a young Sabra man, and her family. When she focuses on Zion’s death, it is
mainly composed of the physical side of mortality, contemplating the decomposition of
the body, and associated images of decay, such as the consumption of the corpse by
worms. As the anchor of the family, she has little time to deal with the trauma of war,
with her memories and future plans being her only form of escape from the harsh realities
of war. Thus, death has little dominion over Esther. However, her familial duties force
her to be detached; it is not a choice she makes willingly. She puts herself last, taking
care of her husband and children, and often her fellow women, who were traumatized by
the war, leaving her unable to process the trauma of war fully.

Compared to the other characters in the book and Amir’s writing in general, the
character of Esther is characteristically flat and chauvinistic, often portrayed as mainly
preoccupied with trivialities. However, it is important to note that while she was forced to
remain at home to take care of her family, that was not the experience of all women
during the war. As historian Judith Baumel-Schwartz argues, women played a definitive
role during the 1948 war that “was the only war in which women fought in the front lines

and the one that claimed the largest number of female casualties in any Israeli war.”3%!
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While many women had to put their lives on hold to take care of their family during war,
many others fought in various roles during the war. Many women played an essential role
in the active fighting during the 1948 war. While this was not a majority by any means,
many contributed directly to the struggle.

Esther, however, is portrayed as the “angel of the house,” a Victorian literary
trope that divided, both in literature and reality, the male and female spheres into two
separate entities.3>? Her character, compared to other male characters, is primarily
preoccupied with the physical aspects of life, as evidenced by her fixation on past
infidelities, her desire to bear another child, and her constant concern with sustenance and
food. Often It were male authors who outlined the boundaries of femininity in literature,
such as the portrayal of the mad sisters in Yehoshua Kenaz, a Young Hebrews affiliate,
1964 novel After the Holidays, which portrays all women portrayed as mad and
somewhat shallow, on the backdrop of life in Palestine before WWI.3>3

The book garnered interest, as evidenced by its translation and publication in
France. However, Israeli literary critics offered mixed reactions. A. Bat-Ari wrote a
scathing review of the book in Ahdut Havoda’s periodical LaMerhav. Bat-Ari viewed
Amir’s book as shallow and Amir’s associative style of writing unappealing. However,
the crux of the critique resembled Natanya’s critique of Story of War. Bat-Ari argued that
the ideology presented in the book, mainly the detachment and cynicism towards the war,

were dangerous.
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Is this the final word, and there is no greater truth than this? Can we, in today’s
Israel, permit an existentialist imitation literature, guided by no moral principle
whatsoever? To defile all that is sacred, to mock the remnants of faith, to scorn
and ridicule without seeking any resolution? And let it be stated plainly, such an
act of desecration, set on the eve of the War of Independence, has yet to be seen
in our literature.3*

Literary theorist Moshe Pelli reviewed the book with more favor. He argued that
although it was challenging to write a whole book about a single day, Amir succeeded in
the task by implementing the stream of consciousness technique. However, he argued that
Amir’s storyline was almost nonexistent, replaced with lengthy paragraphs of stream-of-
consciousness dialogue. Pelli also focused on the role of ideology in the book, mainly
Amir’s portrayal of the disappointment of the future state, arguing that "These views are
present among the youth aspiring to take action.”*> When discussing the idea of death in
the book, Pelli found Amir’s views perplexing. He argued that “Death, in his view, is the
price paid for the continuation of life.”3¢ However, he wondered, “Does Amir mean that
we should not remember our dead? Should we not admire the dead who fell for our
sake?”37 Lastly, Pelli focused on Amir’s anti-Jewish ideology, writing, “Even in his
book, the undertone opposing religion is not absent.”3>3

Hence, both literary critics pointed to the presence of Amir’s Young Hebrews
ideology in the book. Although they differed in their evaluations of its literary quality,

both agreed that ideology played a crucial part in the narrative. As in “Story of War,” this

ideology was perceived as defeatist, pushing the boundaries of critique against the newly
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established state to a level many Israelis found deeply unsettling. While Amir’s earlier
narratives critiquing the 1948 war and the establishment of Israel primarily focused on
soldiers and their experiences of war, this time he shifted his focus to everyday life,
centering the story on a single family. His focus on children, through the story of
Yonatan, and their traumatic experience marked an innovative turn in his critique, one
that was recognized and appreciated by literary critics.

Noon and the Aftermath of the Detached

In 1985, Amir returned to critique the establishment of Israel and the 1948 war
through the second installment of the book series Noon, titled Noon 48 or a Report on
Hedgehog as a Grown Man.*> Hadar Publishing, established by former Etzl commander
Jacob Amrami, published Amir's book in 1949. The name of the publishing house derives
from Jabotinsky’s term Hadar that acted as a model to Betar members and included,
according to Jabotinsky "Physical beauty, pride, proper conduct and loyalty.”3%° Amrami
published books by Jabotinsky and other Revisionist-related works, as well as prose and
poetry. Ratosh published much of his poetry through Hadar.

As explored in depth in chapter 6, the figure of Noon is a hypermasculine, right-
wing-leaning, emotionally detached protagonist, representing the figure of the new
Hebrew man, which stood in opposition to the figure of the Sabra. While the first
installment reviews Noon’s upbringing against the backdrop of the 1936 riots, the second

installment finds Noon as a Lehi member, part of the Stern gang, during May and July
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1948. However, while Amir’s previous protagonists were merely detached, in Noon 48,
this detachment turns to violent reaction.

The book begins with Noon, now aged twenty-seven, escaping from the Akko
prison, where he was held due to his affiliation to the Stern gang, a few days before the
war begins. In the backdrop of the days leading up to the war, he fears that once it is over,
he will be left without a role in the new state and thus remain detached from it. He
decides to visit his family in the Upper Galilee. When arriving, he finds his family, who
live close to an active war zone, to be tired and defeated, representing the toll of the war
on the ordinary citizens. When his family’s village is attacked by Arab forces, Noon joins
the fighting as his older brother Boaz is the military commander of the village. As he
assists a young man in rescuing the injured, he finds one of them to be Salah, his old
Arab friend who in the first installment sold him his first gun. Salah is accused of
collaborating with the Arab forces and is subsequently taken prisoner. During their
conversation, Salah explains how although he had always kept good relations with
Noon’s village, he became involved in the conflict and the predicaments he experienced.

Strangers come to you...no one knows them and they know no one, and they

spread fear and terror throughout the village, barking orders, eating and growing

fat at our expense, and just try to stand there and say one word against them! They

kill! They have no fear of god in their hearts...And now they announced they are

going to attack the Jewish settlement tonight.3¢!

Noon tries to plead to the military command in his village in favor of Salah, yet
he quickly recognizes the mechanization of war, in which individuals lose their humanity,

“Noon listened with a growing sense of helplessness. A machine is already at work here,

he said to himself. A machine, you can try to break it, disable it, or replace it if you are
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dissatisfied with how it functions, if you have the means, but argue with it?”’3¢2 As Noon
continues to ponder the mechanization of war, he hears a shot fired in the basement as
Salah is executed. In this moment, Noon detaches as he is not able to process the death of
his former friend.

Similar to “The New Morning,” here Amir uses the story of a single Hebrew
protagonist who had close relations with a Palestinian. In both stories the Palestinians
voice their trauma and despair in the face of occupation and war. The scene with Salah is
also used to humanize and deepen the character of Noon who, although hyper-masculine
and supports the conquest of the whole land, sees the mechanization of war as inhuman.
This is also seen as Noon reflects on the massacres in Deir Yassin village.

As Noon leaves his village to make his way towards Jerusalem to take part in its
liberation, he contemplates the massacre of Deir Yassin. He notes that although the action
was headed by the Etzel, Lehi shared responsibility. While contemplating, he thinks

War is no business for vegetarians... And besides, was there really an order, or a

premeditated, agreed-upon intention to carry out a massacre? Perhaps, to some

extent, it was simply bad luck: a bit of clumsiness mixed with inexperienced,
incompetence, and weak command, combined with exhaustion, anger, and the
pain of seeing comrades fall, alongside a growing frustration that the entire
operation was slipping out of their hands before achieving its goal.3¢?
The massacre of Deir Yassin was, and still is, one of Israel’s historiography’s biggest
arguments. As historian Benny Morris argues, “The Israeli narrative on Deir Yassin, from

the beginning, was marked by acute dispute and variation and initially broke down, in

effect, into two contending narratives, one of which, at least in part, supported the
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Palestinian narrative.”*%* The official Revisionist, right-wing argument was that no
massacre occurred at Deir Yassin, while the Israeli left supported the Palestinian claim
that a massacre did take place.?

What Amir does through Noon’s reflections is bring both narratives into
conversation by exploring the question of Israeli accountability. Noon acknowledges the
massacre, yet frames it as an unfortunate byproduct of war, minimizing its severity. His
statement that “war is no business for vegetarians” reflects the detachment from the
human cost of violence, but not a detachment from the Israeli war ethos. He lists
contributing factors such as poor planning, desperation, and weak command as though
describing any routine military operation, without mentioning the fact that civilians,
primarily women and children, were executed. In doing so, Noon abstracts the atrocity,
reducing a massacre to a matter of circumstance rather than moral failure.

As Noon arrives in Jerusalem on May 14th, on the backdrop of British departure
and the establishment of the state of Israel, the fighting ensues. After joining a Lehi
platoon tasked with conquering parts of the Old City, A gunman wounds him, and he is
evacuated to a hospital by paramedics. The hospital scene, where Noon is delirious with
fever, depicts the price the soldiers pay. A fellow soldier, Eliyahu, tells Noon that his
friend died from a bomb while on her way to visit him, “Eliyahu rose to his feet, leaning
on the cane, ‘That's how it is,” he said quietly, his voice slightly hoarse, and turned to

look out the window. His back was to Noon. ‘It’s not the end of the world, of course.”3%

Although Eliyahu was injured and lost a friend who was on her way to see him, he
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remained detached. This, once again, exemplifies the psychological and physical toll
experienced by the soldiers. After Noon is released from the hospital, he returns to
Jerusalem to attend a Lehi meeting regarding the planned assassination of Count
Bernadotte. 3¢

Count Folke Bernadotte was a Swedish U.N. mediator in the Arab Israeli conflict
who was assassinated by three Lehi members On September 17, 1948, in Jerusalem. In
1947, Bernadotte was assigned by the U.N. to head the United Nations Trust Supervision
Operation, whose task was the “Promotion of peaceful adjustment of the future situation
in Palestine.”?%® On June 28, 1948, he published what was known as “The First
Bernadotte Plan,” which sought to cantonize Israel into Jewish and Arab cantons, with
Transjordan belonging to the Arab section, and Jerusalem under the governance of
Abdullah I of Jordan. Many in Israel, including the Lehi, viewed the canonization of
Israel as a crime against the Jewish people. For Lehi member Yehoshua Zettler, later
found to be one of the three men who assassinated Bernadotte, tearing Jerusalem from the
Jewish people was unacceptable. In September 1948, Zettler decided that the only
solution was to assassinate Bernadotte.>°

While attending the Lehi meeting, Noon advocates for and supports the
assassination of Bernadotte. This represents a shift in Amir’s critique of the war and the
establishment of the state. With the state established, it was time to act and steer its future

in the direction of the whole land of Israel, including Jerusalem and Transjordan. The

detachment experienced by those who fought the war has now turned into hyper-
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masculine aggression, which Noon represents. After Bernadotte’s assassination, Noon
disappears, as Amir alludes to the fact that although Noon did not participate in the
assassination, he knew of the plans. After Israel's establishment, Noon reappears to join
the IDF.

Noon 48 represents a shift in Amir’s critique of the 1948 war. While the literature
that preceded Noon primarily focused on the detachment and disappointment experienced
by the Hebrews, Noon represents the image of the New Hebrew, which is further
explored in Chapter 6. This new figure evolved from detachment into active violence,
aimed at revolutionizing the new state and establishing a new Hebrew state. In that,
Amir’s literature represents the effects of detachment. No longer are his figures, as critics
argued, defeatists, they are now active and planning to revolutionize the state.

Thus, Amir’s literature regarding the 1948 war and the foundations on which the
state of Israel was established was meant to criticize the Yishuv and later Israel. Through
his literature, Amir was able to voice and depict the trauma experienced by the Hebrews,
and to a certain extent, the Palestinians, during and after the war. His focus on a variety
of literary figures and scenarios showed that the trauma was experienced by all parts of
the society living in Mandatory Palestine and later Israel. However, in opposition to the
detached figures in much of the Hebrew literature, Amir’s figures did not solely remain
detached. His literary progression of the detached figure culminated in an outburst of
violence during and after the 1948 war. This trajectory from detachment to violence not
only acted as a literary means to further critique the moral and ideological foundations

upon which the state of Israel was built but also showed the underlying dangers of
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detachment. The trauma experienced in the diaspora would eventually evolve into

violence, one that still plagues Israeli society today as it remains unresolved.
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Chapter 4 Keshet and the Post-Canaanite period (Late 1953-1977)

In 1953, the Young Hebrews disbanded, and Amir turned his focus mainly to his literary
work as an author and editor. However, while he argued that his literary work was
divorced from his ideology, this chapter challenges this notion. Amir’s role as the
founder and editor of Keshet, a prominent literary-intellectual periodical published from
1958 to 1977, demonstrates his continued commitment to the Young Hebrews’ ideology
while still retaining a commitment to advancing Hebrew literature and non-fiction essays.
Thus, although Amir constantly argued that the journal’s approach was non-partisan and
literary-focused, its content reveals a sustained engagement with political and ideological
discourse.

This chapter examines how Keshet served as a further literary form through which
Amir advanced the ideologies of the Young Hebrews, primarily a critique of Pan-
Arabism and Israeli cultural insularity. It is important to note that in this chapter, Amir is
not the main protagonist. Rather, this chapter explores Amir’s role as an editor,
facilitator, and amplifier of other intellectuals, including the Middle Eastern scholar
Nissim Rejwan and the essayist Jacqueline Kahanoff. Through his editorial work, Amir,
an Ashkenazi Jew and a cultural mediator, made a significant contribution to Israeli
culture by foregrounding Mizrahi voices who might otherwise have remained marginal or
largely unknown in Israeli society. This intervention took place during the late 1950s
through the 1970s, a period marked by ongoing Mizrahi struggles for equality and
recognition in Israeli society.

The analysis focuses on four central aspects in Keshet’s history: the roundtable

discussions which created space for political and ideological based discussions; the
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essays by historian and Middle East scholar Nissim Rejwan, which focused on the Arab
world and Middle-Eastern Minorities; the writings of Egyptian-born essayist, Jacqueline
Kahanoff, and her concept of Levantinism, aimed to cultivate dialogue and shared
identity in the Middle East, and the writings of historian and former Young Hebrews
member, Adya Horon. Rejwan and Kahanoff’s work is the primary focus of this chapter.
Aligning with Amir’s critique of Pan-Arabism, Rejwan’s work on the intellectual roots of
Arab culture and its intellectual diversity challenged the concept while warning of the
dangers it posed to the Arab world and Israel. Kahanoff’s work on the idea of
Levantinism regarding a non-Arab identity that wove European cultural influences into
its worldview promoted ideas of a non-exclusively Arab Middle East, a potential non-
Muslim minority pact, which brought Amir’s Hebrewism and Kahanoff’s Levantinism
into conversation. Furthermore, by implementing their positionality as Middle Eastern
Jews, both Kahanoff and Rejwan criticized Israel’s treatment of Mizrahi Jews while
connecting it to the larger discourse regarding Israel’s position in the Middle East. Thus,
through his editorial work, Amir was able to convey ideas from the young Hebrews to a
larger readership through the works of various intellectual figures and their lived

experiences.

The idea of Keshet

Amir spent the majority of 1955-1958 translating and traveling in Europe while
writing about his experiences to various publications in Israel. His translations included

Winston Churchill’s six-volume book series The Second World War,>’® Ernest

370 Winston Churchill, The Second World War, Trans. Aharon Amir (Am-Oved, 1965).
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Hemingway’s Green Hills of Africa,*”' Norman Bentwich’s biography of Judah Leon
Magnes, former Hebrew University chancellor and bi-national activist,3”> and Lewis
Caroll’s Alice in Wonderland.>’®> Many of these translations were commissioned under his
father’s publication, Am-Oved. Furthermore, his travels through Europe during the mid-
1950s resulted in a series of newspaper articles published throughout 1957 regarding
European politics, including the sectarian clashes in Ireland, the history of
institutionalism in the French monarchy, and Franco’s Spain.3’*

In mid-1957, Amir returned from France inspired by the city’s literary scene,
sensing that “From a spiritual perspective, we (Israel) were experiencing a time of inner
emptiness, between (literary) content that once existed but is now depleted, and (literary)
content that was still in its emerging phases.”*”> In the same year, he took on the role of
Am-HaSefer’s, his father’s Dov Lipetz’s publication established in 1953, as literary
program director and a full-time partner. To fill the literary void and as a precondition to
assuming his new role, he requested that Am-Oved sponsor the launch of a new literary
periodical under his editorship, Keshet.3’¢

However, the initial idea for Keshet dates to the 1940s, when Amir was still part

of the Young Hebrews. In 1947, Amir and Ratosh aimed to establish a literary periodical
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named Mahbarot LeTarbut HaMoledet (Notebooks for the Homeland’s Culture), to
accompany the groups’ politically oriented Alef. Although literary in nature, MahBarot
also bore a political orientation. The periodical’s aim was “to analyze the fundamental
elements of the Hebrew worldview according to the Committee's (for the Hebrew Youth)
cultural and ideological manifestos.””” Although the Committee was unable to publish
MahBarot due to funding issues, the same notion of a literary periodical conveying the
group’s ideology would also appear in Keshet.

Amir’s vision for Keshet was “To bring literary and spiritual movements that
shape the development of our generation closer to the reader, and to present before them
the finest creations of contemporary Hebrew and global literature. In this manner, Keshet
seeks to serve as a meeting ground for creators and artists from diverse schools of
thought and political camps, fostering the emergence of original talents, expressions of
nonconformity, and quests for new directions.”?’® Thus, Amir’s vision was to create a
literary periodical, emphasizing its commitment to uncovering new talent and providing a
stage for political and ideological debates. The periodical featured the writings of future
Israeli canonical writers, including A.B Yehoshua, who would later join the editorial
board, Amos Oz, and Yehoshua Sobol. Each of these authors has become recognized as a
leading figure in Israeli literature and culture.

In terms of political and social essays, the periodical had a strong focus on
Mediterranean culture and Middle Eastern minorities, particularly on the need to build

and uncover cultural ties with Israel’s neighboring countries.3”® This part of the periodical
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featured the works of Iraqi-born orientalist and historian Nissim Rejwan, a former
leading figure of the Young Hebrews; the historian and linguist Adya Gour Horon; and
Amir’s most significant literary and cultural discovery, the Egyptian-born essayist and
novelist Jacqueline Kahanoff. Lastly, a significant aspect of Keshet’s political writings
focused on countering and critiquing the rise of Pan-Arabism and promoting a minority-
based coalition in the Middle East.

The idea of Pan-Arabism, or Arab nationalism, was the desire of Arab political
separateness that sought to unite all Arab peoples and countries, defined by both
geographical and linguistic affiliations, under a single political entity of mainly a secular
nature.*¥" According to historian Rashid Khalidi, “Arab nationalism, which can be
summarized as the idea that the Arabs are a people linked by special bonds of language
and history (and, many would add, religion), and that their political organization should
in some way reflect this reality.”38!

Although rooted in Arab aspirations for unification from the 1930s onwards, the
1950s saw a rise in the idea of Pan-Arabism around the Middle East and beyond. Egypt’s
Gamel Abdel Nasser’s rise to the presidency in 1956 and his subsequent nationalization
of the French-owned Suez Canal Company, as well as his promotion of Pan-Arabism,
established him as a formidable figure in the Arab world and made him the champion of

Pan-Arabism. The need to create a united front against Western aggression led “segments

of the educated populace, bewitched by the power of the Arab idea and seduced by the
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charisma of Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir, came to believe passionately, albeit naively as it turned
out, in the unquestionable and inevitable triumph of Arab nationalism.”3%?

However, support for Pan-Arabism was not universal across the Arab world, with
various ethnic and religious minorities viewing the movement with skepticism or outright
resistance. For instance, the Kurds in Iraq, Iran, and Syria were hesitant to support
Nasser’s Pan-Arabism which was not in full support of Kurdish political and separatist
demands. Similarly, due to the rise of Pan-Arabism, Egypt’s Christian Copts experienced
a loss of political autonomy in Egyptian society after 1956, prompting them to withhold
support for the movement. Lastly, Lebanon’s Christian Maronites further feared the
effects of Pan-Arabism on their rights and standing in Lebanon. For example, in 1948,
poet and Maronite political activist Said Akl traveled to the U.S. to warn against the
dangers of Pan-Arabism to Christian minorities in the Middle East.*33 Hence, non-
Muslim minorities began to feel that cosmopolitical and multicultural components of the
region began to disappear under the flag of Pan-Arabism.38

For Amir and the Young Hebrews, Pan-Arabism jeopardized the chances of a
non-Muslim minority pact and, through that, the creation of the greater land of Ever,
stretching from Egypt’s border to northern Iraq. Keshet’s exponential popularity meant
Amir could reach a growing intellectual audience to promote this notion, something Alef,

the Young Hebrews periodical, never did.
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In September 1957, a few months before Keshet was published, Amir penned an
article in Haaretz that brought together the ideas of a minority pact, Israel’s geopolitical
and cultural role in the Middle East, and his concerns regarding Pan-Arabism.3% The
article described the regional changes since Nasser’s rise to power and their effects on
minority groups. Amir argued that around six thousand Lebanese Christian intellectuals,
who resided in Egypt, had to flee due to Nasser’s persecutions and that now “Those
educated and liberal professional Lebanese who were pushed out of the eastern
Mediterranean basin seek opportunities for action in the western basin.”38¢ To battle the
regional shifts due to Nasser’s rise, he argued, Israel should deepen its ties in the western
part of the Mediterranean basin, primarily in Tunisia and Morocco, in conjunction with
minority groups, suggesting that “Establishing normalized relations between Israel and
Muslim states, mainly Arab-Muslim countries outside of the Arab League, could play a
psychological and practical role in breaking the stalemate in the entire Near East.”3%7

Thus, Amir stressed Israel’s need to reassess its regional position and to pursue
diplomatic relations with Arab states that were unaffiliated with Nasser’s Pan-Arabism
and the Arab League. Such efforts, he argued, were essential for breaking Israel’s
political stalemate, one rooted mainly in Zionism’s separatist orientation towards the
Middle East. These ideas will all appear in Keshet, serving as another facet for
implementing Amir’s ideology to a larger Israeli readership.

Nissim Rejwan and Jacqueline Kahanoff
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As mentioned above, although Keshet was the literary home for some of Israel’s
most talented new literary talents, in terms of political writings, no connection was more
important than the Amir-Rejwan-Kahanoft triangle.

Nissim Rejwan, an Iraqi-born Jew, historian, and Middle East scholar, immigrated
to Israel in 1951. There, he studied Islamic civilization and Arabic literature at the
Hebrew University and worked as a proofreader at The Jerusalem Post, becoming well-
known for his expertise on the Arab world and Islam. In 1958, through Prof. Samuel
Klausner, an American psychologist conducting research on Iraqi Jews at the time, he
was introduced to Amir. Rejwan recalled that the cause for the introduction was a shared
affinity between the two based “On the solid foundation of what I will call shared
alienation from the dominant ideology,”*® due to Amir’s Young Hebrews’ affiliation and
Rejwan’s early critique of Zionism for their treatment of Mizrahi Jews. He stated
regarding Amir’s vision of Keshet and conviction to the Young Hebrews ideology that
“Faithful to his Canaanite creed, though he continued to be, he refrained from narrow
sectarianism and dogmatism and produced a fairly open cultural and literary platform.”3%

According to Rejwan, the Young Hebrews opposed the idea of Pan-Jewish
nationalism, which excluded Sephardi Jews and thus largely did not receive their support.
Rejwan found that “The Young Hebrews did not consider the Arabs, inside Israel or
outside of it, alien in culture or nationality or ethnicity, and Jews coming from the Arab
world were for all intents and purposes Arab.”**° Lastly, both groups opposed the idea of

Pan-Arabism, the Young Hebrews due to its debilitating effect on the creation of a larger
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Middle-Eastern minority pact, and the Sephardic because it viewed “Israeli Arabs as
belonging to an ‘‘Arab’’ nationality and speaking of the ‘“Arab world’’ as the true
homeland of the Palestinians.”3°! While both men agreed on many points, Rejwan could
not accept Amir’s view that Arabs were in fact Hebrews or should be made into ones, or
Amir’s “atavistic, pre-Judaic brand of ethnicity.”3°? Despite their differences, Amir and
Rejwan found an intellectual affinity and a lifelong friendship. It was Rejwan who
introduced Amir to Khanoff in 1958.

Author, essayist, and critic Jacqueline Kahanoff was born in Cairo in 1917 to an
affluent Iraqi-Tunisian family with a prominent social standing due to her father’s
governmental work. This background afforded her a Westernized education, influenced
by British and French culture. She developed an early interest in writing, philosophy,
feminism, and social critique. In 1941, she married her first husband, Izzy Margolis.
Shortly after, the couple moved to the U.S., where she studied journalism at Columbia
University. She also attended classes at the New School for Social Research, which at the
time served as a haven for Jewish intellectuals who escaped Europe, including Hanna
Arendt, Leo Strauss, and Claude Levi-Strauss, which she was closely affiliated to. In
1951, she moved to Paris with her new husband, where she immersed herself in French
culture and intellectual life before eventually moving to Israel in 1954.3% In 1958, after

reading Kahanoff’s writings in the Jewish Frontier, Rejwan became interested in her
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ideas of Levantinism and advised Amir to reach out to Kahanoff and begin working with
her in the newly established Keshet.3%*

Although Kahanoff grew up in a Jewish home and had lived in Israel since 1954,
she never wrote in Hebrew and left Amir to translate all of her writings in Keshet from
English, and often French, as Haim Be’er argues, to Hebrew.3 This lack of proficiency
in Hebrew led to a power imbalance and literary interventionism by Amir, who, “When
translating Kahanoff’s essays, he would omit here and there whole sentences of Kahanoff
that dealt with Judaism.”*°¢ Intellectually, Kahanoff is considered the high priestess of
Levantinism,**” an idea that sought to stress the cultural affinities of the Mediterranean
and its cultural ties to Western Europe.

The term “Levant” refers to the eastern Mediterranean regions that were once
under Ottoman rule. The term “Levantine,” referred to Italians, French, and other peoples

of the Mediterranean.38

However, as Issa and Wiger argue, the term “Levantine” has an
entangled history in which communities interacted and influenced one another, thereby
transcending strict spatial and temporal categorization. They warn against the nostalgic,
and often imagined, aspects of the Levant which often appeared in Kahanoff’s work.
Instead, borrowing the concept of the “chronotope” from Bakhtin’s work, they offer a

more nuanced approach to understanding the term “Levant” by treating time and space as

constructed histories and narratives rather than fixed terms often influenced by colonial

394 Rejwan, Qutsider in the Promised Land, 68-69 ; Ohana, Jacqueline Kahanoff: The
Levantine, 111.

3% Haim Be’er Interview by Ofri Krischer, October 26, 2025.

3% Ohana, Jacqueline Kahanoff: The Levantine, 112.

397 Bring the Sun in: Levantine Perspectives, eds. Liat Arlette Sides and Ketzia Alon
(Gama Publishing, 2024), 111,

398 Ohana, Jacqueline Kahanoff: The Levantine, 121.

152



and imperial considerations.** In that, the understanding of the term widens to include
the various lived experiences both under colonial rule as well as the cultural common
ground shared by both Jews and Arabs in the region.

Drawing on Memmi’s analysis of the colonized subject’s internal conflict, the
term Levantine also carried a negative connotation, suggesting that Easterners mimicked
Western colonial culture yet were never fully accepted into it.*®® Kahanoff sought to
reclaim and repurpose the term. In her work, Levantine signified the Easterner who
embraced Levantine hybridity as a natural outcome of cultural acculturation into
European society while retaining their cultural and communal Eastern heritage.*"!
According to historian David Ohana, Kahanoff’s idea of Levanitinism was a “geo-
cultural perception with historical roots that are embedded in a domain that is both real
and metaphorical. A domain whose added value lies in the nexus between the Eastern
Mediterranean and Western Europe.”*%?

Thus, Khanoff’s Levantinism stressed unity, mainly among those with dual
identities, rather than uniformity in cultural aspects among the people of the
Mediterranean, emphasizing shared cultural interactions and affinity.**3 Furthermore, her
Levantinism sought to replace insular nationalism with a plurality of cultures, languages,
and a shared historical past. This idea mainly attracted Amir because it resonated with his

adoration of European culture, especially French culture, and his perception of a shared
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historical past and affinity among non-Muslim minorities in the Middle East and the
Mediterranean.

Based on ideas of Levantinism, stressing the affiliations of the people residing in
the Mediterranean and the Middle East, the critique and opposition to the insular nature
of Zionism and Israel, as well as the debilitating nature of Pan-Arabism in a larger
Middle-Eastern context, brought the Kahanoff-Rejwan-Amir connection under Keshet’s
literary and intellectual umbrella. The triangle’s distinctiveness stemmed from its
synthesis of the three figures’ ideas and ideological positions. Central to this synthesis
was a dual move: a critique of Pan-Arabism alongside the articulation of Levantinism as
a more inclusive and plural framework of identity. At the same time, the triangle
challenged Israeli hegemonic practices by foregrounding the marginalization of Arab
Jews, who embodied Levantine identity through their entanglement with Jewish, Arab,
and European cultural worlds. By exposing how Zionist hegemony effaced this hybridity
in favor of a homogenizing “melting pot” model, these figures articulated a mode of
resistance grounded in multifaceted identities that destabilized dominant national
narratives.

Keshet First Years 1958-1959

Amir published Keshet's first issue in the Autumn of 1958. It featured contributions by
former Young Hebrews' members, Yonatan Ratosh, who contributed three poems that
showcased a fragile and emotional side of his poetry, an Amos Kenan poem that was

written during his time in Paris in 1956, as well as Amir's translation of Samuel Beckett's
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play, "Krapp's Last Tape."4%* The literary section exemplified Amir’s vision to unite
established and emerging literary voices, while introducing translated works to Israeli
readers.

The first issue also featured Rejwan’s first contribution “Arab Nationalism Seeks
an Ideology.”*%> The name itself suggests the general direction Keshet would assume
politically and intellectually. The article traced the lack of self-reflective literature by
Arab intellectuals regarding Arab culture. Rejwan argued that the majority of Arab
literature from 1942 onwards focused on Arab nationalism while portraying Arab culture
as monolithic and hegemonic. He further argued that since Arab nationalism became the
sole focus of Arab intelligentsia, "No Arab intellectual sees any need to speak of the
Arab's shared historical background, their ethnic consciousness, their environment,
language, tradition, folklore, or even their shared interests."4%

Rejwan presented dissenting voices from the Arab world who challenged the
monolithic conception of Arab culture and sole stress on Arab nationalism. This included
Arab-Christian historian and ideologist of Arab nationalism, George Antonius, who
criticized Nasser’s call to revolutionize and unite the Arab world, without providing any
clear ideology , as well as the writings of Iraqi future politician Sa'dun Hammadi’s
scathing critique regarding the lashing legacies of Muslim conquest from the sixth

century onward that depleted Arab cultural richness, among others.*’” Rejwan concluded
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that although it was challenging to draw sharp conclusions regarding the intellectual
climate in the Arab world, “the image that is portrayed from these studies is the essence
of an image of a politically evolving society towards a benevolent tyranny...that does not
share much with the West’s commodified democracy.”4%

However, beyond intellectual pursuit, it seems that Rejwan had further reasoning
for reviewing the dissenting voices within the Arab intelligentsia. This was the desire to
exemplify that the rise of Pan-Arabism and Arab nationalism was not supported by all
and was thus not purely beneficial to the Arab world nor the Middle East. Furthermore,
Rejwan argued that the current climate of Arab intelligentsia presents the telltale signs of
a society heading towards tyranny, in which Pan-Arabism played an essential part. This
idea sat comfortably within Amir’s larger ideology regarding the dangers of Pan-Arabism
to the Middle East, mainly to the minorities who did not subscribe to this ideology
wholeheartedly.

Keshet’s second issue was published in the winter of 1959. It featured the writings
of A.B. Yehoshua, 23 years old at the time who would become part of Keshet’s editorial
staff in 1967, debut story “Yatir’s Evening Journey,”*% Haim Gouri’s poem “The Dog’s
watch,”*1% composed of three short poems discussing war and loss in Mandatory
Palestine and Israel, as well as a short story by the canonical Hebrew author Shmuel

Yosef Agnon’s, “The Letter,”*!! a heartfelt story about the weakness of men and human

suffering. Amir contributed translations of the works of Winston Churchill and the work
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of French poet Jean de La Fontaine. However, one essay overshadowed the rest -
Jacqueline Kahanoff’s first essay.

Kahanoff’s first autobiographical narrative, “A Childhood in Egypt,” marked the
beginning of her short-lived yet highly influential column, “The Levantine
Generation.”*!? In the essay, Kahanoff described her childhood under British colonialism
in Cairo, comparing it to her early life, during which British nannies governed her world,
beautifully describing the mixture of people, cultures, and languages in pre-revolutionary
Egypt. She recalled the fractured identity she grew up with, which in many ways portrays
the benefits and drawbacks of being Levantine. When a woman asked her about her
origins, she found it hard to answer.

I knew that I was not Egyptian like the Arabs, but I also knew it was shameful for

a person not to know who they are. Since I remembered my ancient forefathers, I

answered I was Persian, for I believed that Baghdad is a city in the same land

from which all the finest carpets came. Later, my mother scolded me for not
telling the truth, and she said that when people ask me such a question, I should
say that I am European.*!?

As she reached adolescence, she was drawn to French culture, popular among
youths at the time, adopting its revolutionary philosophy and zeal. However, she
remained detached. Arabic was not her language, nor was English or Hebrew, so she
adopted French, stating that none of the languages could honestly describe how she felt.
While her parents were pro-British for economic reasons, she adopted a pro-nationalist

stance, supporting Egyptian nationalism through her belief in mass education and social

work. This sentiment, she argued, stemmed from the fact that she and many other youths
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“felt detached from the people and the land in which we resided, and we felt that we are
nothing if we do not serve as a bridge to a new society.”*'# As she grew older, she met
her former friends, describing that some became Arab nationalists, some moved to
Europe, while others became communists or Zionists. She somberly ended her text
writing, “we realized that history is the manifestation of our childhood hallucinations,
hallucinations that sometimes turn to nightmares.”*!>

Kahanoff’s first essay garnered a fan base and likely Amir’s adoration, as she
became a fixture of Keshet, which many sought to read. The simple tale of childhood in
culturally diverse Cairo encompasses the tribulations and hardships, as well as the
cultural richness of the Levantine identity. The mélange of languages, people, cultures,
and faiths would supplement Amir’s view of the Land of Ever, which, although Hebrew
in language and culture, is informed by European culture while still retaining political
and cultural diversity among the various groups in the Middle East and the Levant.

For Keshet’s second edition, Rejwan continued his focus on Arab intellectual and
cultural history, concentrating on the political and religious Sunni movement, the Muslim
Brothers, established in Egypt in 1928. In the article, Rejwan argued that although the
movement was somewhat dormant during the 1950s, it began to attract more attention in
the Middle East, focusing on it as a reaction to Western influence in the Arab world. He
contrasted the secularism of Pan-Arabism with the Brothers' Pan-Islamism, which
envisioned religion as a uniting force in the creation of an Arab nation governed
exclusively by Sharia law, juxtaposing it to Pan-Arabism's secular-nationalist ambitions.

He further argued that there is a relationship between Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islam, as
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both strove for the same goal, with the only difference being the former's secularism
versus the latter's religiosity. Furthermore, the article foregrounded the Egyptian context
in which the Brotherhood emerged, alluding to the same national backdrop that gave rise
to modern Pan-Arabism.*!® In that, Rejwan continued his focus on providing general
readers with access to Arab intellectual history and the dangers posed by pan-Arabism.
Keshet’s second edition also featured Amir's first roundtable discussion, a
strategy he often employed to engage Keshet’s readers in cultural and ideological
discussions. The participants included historians Yehoshua Arieli and Uri Tal, along with
editor and publisher Azriel Uchmani, and sociologist and author Uri Rapp, who discussed
the term and idea of non-conformism.*!” The roundtable discussed whether non-
conformism was inherent to the work of the public intellectual, mainly in art and culture.
The participants debated the various effects non-conformity had on society, arguing that
the public intellectual paid a hefty price for straying from the hegemonic discourse.
Uchmani argued that the non-conformist intellectual was a detached figure, a notion
Amir often utilized in his construction of protagonists in his prose. The debaters
supported this notion by further arguing, with a touch of flattery, that Amir's poetry
represented non-conformism as Amir viewed himself as a non-conforming intellectual.
Lastly, the group also argued that Amir's desire for Keshet to be non-conforming will
eventually fail.*#'® Although Amir envisioned Keshet as non-conforming to the literary

standards of the period, in many respects it very much was.
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In early 1959, Author and literary critic Gabriel Moked critiqued Keshet through
the pages of his periodical A% ’shav, challenging Amir’s non-conformist claim. Moked
argued that although Keshet’s literary and culture-based sections fulfilled the journal’s
non-conforming objective, the periodical as a whole was far from being non-conforming.
Moked criticized Amir’s inclusion of his “brothers in arms,” mainly ex-Young Hebrews’
members Amos Kenan and Ratosh, as well as the quality of the poetry Amir chose to
publish. He further argued that Amir was too “present” in Keshet, suggesting that “The
editor’s persona may well be the principal aesthetic flaw of the new quarterly. Yet
perhaps Amir will manage to efface himself within the pages of his new journal.”*!® He
concluded his review by emphasizing the joy of encountering a new periodical that
deviated from the beaten path, while questioning if Keshet truly embodied non-
conformity. This critique was further supported by Avnery. In HaOlam HaZe, Avnery,
presented Amir as Ratosh’s student, argued that although Amir should be commended for
his contribution to Israel’s literary scene with Keshet, “did not achieve his stated goal: to
create a non-conformist platform.” This, Avnery argued, stemmed from Amir’s aversion
to tackling real problems, particularly the portrayal of “an angry generation,” represented
by Israeli youths.4?°

Whether Keshet was non-conformist or not, it began to draw attention due to
Amir’s dedication and attention to detail as an editor. Literary critics and journalists

celebrated Amir’s new periodical, arguing that it was a serious publication serving as a

point of convergence for both up-and-coming and established authors and poets, with its
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high standards of translation and innovative roundtables.*?! However, while an article in
Haaretz found Amir’s editing inconsistent, arguing that some of the prose, such as

422 gverall,

Kenan’s “Tree,” and Rejwan’s first article, were of better quality than others,
Keshet was well received by readers and critics alike.

In the spring of 1959, the third issue featured another roundtable focusing on the
engagement of Hebrew youths in the military. The roundtable included former Young
Hebrews affiliates, Eri Jabotinsky, Ze'ev Jabotinsky’s son, and a former Knesset member,
a former Lehi member, and a co-founder of the Canaanite-affiliated "The Semitic Action
group," Nathan Yellin-Mor, as well as Mapai's secretary, Avraham Ofer, among
others.*??

Amir began the debate by emphasizing a distinction between Hebrews, or Bnei
Haaretz (sons of the land), those born in Eretz Yisrael, and Jewish immigrants, claiming
that Hebrews were beginning to outnumber immigrants and were gaining prominence in
Israeli society and the military. He noted that emerging Hebrew youths are replacing the
old Zionist guard, the left-leaning Kibbutz members, in key positions, mainly in the
military, and thus forming a new elite. Jabotinsky and Yellin-Mor echoed Amir’s
assertions regarding the rise of a new Hebrew nation and society, highlighting an
ideological gap between generations. This was due to the preceding generation's Zionist

ideology that failed to resonate with the youth. Jabotinsky suggested that the gap resulted

from a lack of intellectual maturity and was merely temporary. In response, Yellin-Mor
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"424 referring to the former generation,

added that "this will pass when they will pass,
while arguing that this was a revolutionary time when a new nation emerged, composed
of the new Hebrews. Pointing to the groups’ ideological bias, another participant argued
that in Amir's definition, "The implicit outweighs the explicit.”4>

When evaluating prospective changes to Israel's geopolitical standing, the
conversation shifted to the participants' positions towards the Arab world. Jabotinsky
argued that although Yellin-Mor viewed the Arab world as monolithic, he believed that
the surrounding countries "were not only inhabited by Arabs, but also by those who were
conquered by the Arabs."*¢ Reminding the group of the non-Arab culture of many
minorities in the Arab world, including the Maronites and Copts, Jabotinsky mentioned
that the June 14, 1958, revolution in Iraq "transformed a purely Arab country into a
Kurdish-Arab country."#4*7 Amir then concluded the discussion, pointing to a general
agreement among the debaters on the emergence of a new governing elite in Israel, one in
need of a clear ideology that would lead to a revolutionary outcome.

The roundtable would be one of the few instances in Keshet where Amir openly
discussed ideas and ideologies stemming directly from the Young Hebrews. The
differentiation of Hebrews and Jews, the focus on non-Muslim and non-Arab minorities,
and a new revolutionary generation of Hebrews were all distinctly Canaanite ideas. The

inclusion of Jabotinsky and Yellin-Mor, who were affiliated with the Young Hebrews,

further solidifies the argument that this roundtable discussion intended to circulate
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Canaanite ideas to a much larger audience than the Young Hebrews could reach with
their periodical Alef.

In the second installment of “The Levantine Generation,”*?® Kahanoff reflected
on her education at a French-run school in Cairo, which she portrayed as a culturally rich
yet divided city. Her philosophy classes included “A few girls, many boys, Jews, Greeks,
Armenians, Copts,”*?” yet were devoid of Muslims. Adopting a feminist worldview, she
began defying her family’s strict rules by conversing with her male peers about
“Descartes, Kant and Spinoza...even in the midst of the Cucaracha dance.”*° However,
her engagement with European philosophy was not uncritical. She found some aspects of
European thought, mainly Darwin’s work, to be barbaric and characterized by bloodlust.
This realization led her to develop a philosophical approach that later became part of her
Levantinism, in which minorities would study European philosophy to “seize their place
without letting them poison us.”*3! Unlike the Arab elites, she argued, who adopted
European culture as a sign of social prestige, she imagined Levantines as adopting
European Humanist ideals to act as cultural mediators, as they “were instinctively drawn
to fertile compromises”*? between cultures and social groups. By adopting European
thought, Levantine minorities could produce a humanist post-colonial identity devoid of
violence and bloodlust, one that brought cultures together.

The idea of a Levantine society grounded in cultural hybridity resonated with

Amir’s vision of the greater land of Ever. Although Amir envisioned a Hebrew empire in
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which minorities reconnected with their imagined Hebrew past, his idea paralleled
Kahanoff’s vision of a hybrid Levantine identity grounded in European humanist ideals.
For Amir, this hybrid identity, inspired by European humanism, could potentially counter
Israeli insularity and Pan-Arab nationalism, fostering a space where minorities could
thrive.

Lastly, Amir contributed a translation of the French geographer Pierre Rondot on
the Kurdish people and their struggle against Pan-Arabism.** As a Peace Corps soldier,
Rondot spent time among Kurdish minorities in Iraq and Syria and sought to inquire why
“for the Western public, the Arab question had remained a matter of significant concern
and academic study, while in contrast, the Kurdish question had attracted mainly sporadic
and inconsistent attention.”*** He argued that Western concerns and support for Pan-
Arabism had trumped the Kurdish question due to colonial considerations relating to oil
that saw greater fiscal potential in supporting Pan-Arabism over Kurdish nationalism.
Furthermore, Western support for Pan-Arabism, as well as the fact that Pan-Arabism
sought to quell Kurdish nationalist aspirations, he argued, meant that the Kurds were
unlikely to support Pan-Arabism.

Through this translation, Amir sought to inform his readers about the nationalist
struggles of the Kurds under imperial rule and Pan-Arabic influence. The Kurds struggle
to retain their identity while opposing Nasser’s Pan-Arabism, which designated them,

like the Maronites, as potential allies for Amir’s vision of a minority pact.
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In the summer of 1959, Kahanoff published her third installment of the
“Levantine Generation,”, “My Brother the Rebel.”*3* The story takes place in 1946, when
a young Algerian student named Ahmed rented a room in the Kahanoff family's home in
Cairo. Kahanoff, who was now living in the U.S., often heard loving stories from her
mother about Ahmed, whom her mother adored. Ahmed, like Kahanoff, was “immersed
in French culture,”**¢ admired Israel, supporting Jewish desire for a homeland, and had
an appreciation for the Levantine's cultural variety and grit. It would only be years later
when she learned that Ahmed was in fact Ahmed Ben Bella, Tunisia’s first president,
who at the time fled to Cairo after his role in a series of terrorist attacks in Algeria. A
strong focus throughout the story was Algerian refusal to partake in Pan-Arabism, and the
contempt many Algerians felt for Nasser and the Arab League, which they deemed
“corrupt, reactionary, and backwards.”*7 Later in life, Kahanoff came to see herself and
Ben Bella as part of the same Levantine sphere, both shaped by French education and
admiration to its culture and humanistic values, while retaining their Levantine identities.

During the same time, Rejwan began an article series that would last for four
years, focusing on the intellectual roots of Islamic thought and modernist approaches. He
began by reviewing the intellectual and political work of nineteenth-century Muslim
political activist Jamal al-Din Al Afghani, focusing on Al Afghani’s philosophy of social
reform over religious reform.*® By examining Al-Afghani’s biography and writings,

Rejwan concluded that he was ahead of his time in the scope and depth of his thought and
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critique which sought to modernize the Arab world. This fact led to his eventual
expulsion and efforts to silence his teachings in every Muslim country he resided in,
mainly in Egypt, exemplifying Arab resistance to modernization. Following this
intellectual trajectory, Rejwan traced the influence of Al-Afghani’s teachings on his
pupil, Muhammad Abduh, an Egyptian scholar and jurist. Abduh positioned himself in
the intersection of Islam and modernity to renew Islamic thought’s core religious
principles with the rationalist and reformist movements of modernity. Although Abduh
incorporated Religion into his teachings, which Al-Afghani avoided, he still failed to
advance modernity in Islam.**° Next, Rejwan delved into the history of Islamic thought
and identity through the works of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Islamic historian
Ibn Khaldun. Ibn Khaldun, Rejwan argued, grappled with his Arabic, Berber, and
Andalusian identities, which, in turn, offered him a distinctive intellectual focal point
from which to critique the Arab world. Implementing his unique perspective led Ibn
Khaldun to harshly critique Arab society and culture by stating that Arab conquest led to
social and cultural destruction in the Arab world.**

Drawing these intellectual threads together, Rejwan argued for a long-standing
resistance to modernization and a lack of self-critique that have played significant roles in
shaping political developments in the Arab world. He further linked early opposition to

reform to the failings of both the 1952 Egyptian revolution and Pan-Arabism. The nine
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centuries of failed struggle to modernize, he argued, carried with it lashing legacies
hindering the unification of the Arab world.**!

Thus, although first and foremost intellectually committed to making the Islamic
intellectual world accessible to Keshet readers, Rejawn’s article series also served as a
vehicle for critiquing the modern Arab world, particularly what he deemed to be Egypt's
resistance to modernization and its adherence to Pan-Arabism. He argued that this
orientation often overlooked internal cultural divides and complexities, as well as still
suppressed reformist alternatives. In many ways, Rejwan’s critique resembles the Zionist
critique of the roads-not-taken approach, which challenges the strict nation-state political
Zionist approach through the often-overlooked writings of Jewish thinkers such as Simon
Rawidowicz, Mordecai Kaplan, and Hans Kohn.##2

Rejwan returned to the idea of Kurdish support, which Amir advanced in 1959, in
1963, when he published an article on the Kurdish rejection of Pan-Arabism and Israel’s
potential need to support Kurds as a geopolitical consideration.*** He argued that recent
skirmishes in Northern Iraq between Iraqi and Kurdish forces contributed to a rise of
Kurdish nationalism, which sought to retain its distinctive identity as a response to Pan-
Arabism’s inclusionary attempts. This unifying tendency only increased Kurdish desire to

retain their distinct identities within the Arab world, including their language and
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territories in Northern Iraq. Lastly, turning to Israel’s geopolitical future and a potential
support for the Kurds, Rejwan argued that “If Israel’s political leadership realized that
every success in the Kurdish struggle in Iraq currently strengthens the positive forces in
the power balance in which Israel is currently involved,”#** both Israel and the Kurdish
struggle would benefit.

This article served as another contribution to the idea of a regional minority
alliance. Just as Amir chose to translate Rondot’s article in 1958, so did Rejwan focused
on the rise of Kurdish nationalism as a separate entity from Pan-Arabism in the Middle
East. However, it would be Rejwan’s next article, as well as Kahanoff’s new focus on the
lived experience of Mizrahi Jews in Israel that would come to exemplify another
intellectual facet in Keshet’s critique - Israel’s cultural and ideological insularity and its
effect on Mizrahi Jews.

Yet, before 1959 was over, another important event in Amir’s life occurred,
forever altering them. As he sat in his office, a woman entered, looking for him regarding
publishing her poetry. This was Bettine Margalit, A Lebanese born poet and artist, who
came into Keshet’s offices to deposit her poems for publishing. The two struck a
friendship that would later turn into a romance as Bettine worked alongside Amir in
Keshet, as a graphic designer and secretary.** The fact that she was Lebanese, Bettine
argued, was highly attractive for Amir.*** On March 14, 1968, they were married by the

author Yehiel De-Nur, also known by his pen name Ka-Tesetnik.**” Considering the
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couple’s nonconformist nature, they chose to marry on Purim, with their guests clad in

costumes.

Keshet 1959-1964 Critique of Ashkenazi Hegemony

On July 10, 1959, the Wadi Salib riots occurred, in which North-African,
considered Mizrahi Jews, rioted against the shooting of a Mizrahi man, Yaacov Akiva.
The riot represented the tensions and discrimination against Mizrahi Jews by the
Ashkenazi hegemony, acting as a watershed moment in Ashkenazi-Mizrahi relations.$
Over the pages of Haolam Haze, Uri Avnery, now far removed from his former affiliation
with the Young Hebrews, argued that the riots signaled the “First outburst of the
disenfranchised anger.”*? Yet, for Avnery, these riots did not only represent inter-Jewish
tensions but also reflected the Jewish-Palestinian struggle.#*° Through the pages of Keshet,
a similar critique would appear. However, Keshet’s critique did not only blame Israel for
its racism against Mizrahi Jews but tied it to a larger Middle Eastern discourse, Israel’s
insularity in the Middle East.

As historian Ella Shohat argued, Sephardi Jews and Jews from Arab countries
acted as a middle-ground between the identities of the Jew and the Arab. However, while
Zionism argued to be a liberating movement for all Jews, it often excluded Sephardi Jews
due to the hybridity of their identity, which did not sit well with the purely European
Zionist hegemony. In fact, Shohat argues, Sephardi Jews experienced systematic

oppression, a form of internal colonialism, by the Ashkenazi hegemony, meant to erase
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the hybridity of Sephardi identity.*! As Mizrahi Jews themselves, Kahanoff and Rejwan
held similar views, often critiquing Ashkenazi hegemony for their treatment of Mizrahi
Jews. This critique also acted as a form of battle against Israeli insularity that ignored
Mizrahi Jews as a potential cultural bridge to the Arab world.

In late 1959, Kahanoff published the final installment of “The Levantine
Generation,” which recounted an incident she witnessed in which an Ashkenazi Jew
patronized a Mizrahi beggar.#? Through this story, she illuminated the dynamics of
internal colonialism in Israeli culture implemented by the Ashkenazi hegemony to erode
Mizrahi culture. She argued that the rejection of Mizrahi Jews from both Jewish and Arab
cultures was a further manifestation of the insularity of Israel and Arab nationalism. To
confront these issues, Kahanoff proposed the notion of Levantinism, grounded in her lived
experience between the East and the West, offering a position on the cultural mixture of
Ashkenazi and Mizrahi identities. Lastly, she argued, this inclusive approach would allow
Israel to reposition itself as a geopolitical force in the Middle East by serving as a model of
the importance of hybrid identities in the Region.

As a child and an adult growing up in a cultural intersection of East and West,
Kahanoff’s “The Levantine Generation” drew on her lived experiences to offer a model of
Levantinism as a potential solution to Middle Eastern tensions. By allowing a mélange of
cultures and identities, she argued through her writing, the Middle East could overcome its
insular tendencies, presented by both Israel and the Arab world, to create a hybrid and
inclusive identity informed by European humanism and local cultural traditions. Both

Kahanoff and Rejwan would return to this critique during the early 1960s.

451 Ella Shohat, “Sephardim in Israel: Zionism from the Standpoint of its Jewish
Victims,” in On the Arab-Jew, Palestine, and Other Displacements. Selected Writings
(Pluto Press, 2017), 38-68.

452 Jacqueline Kahanoff, “The Levantine Generation: Black on White,” Keshet, Vol.5,
Autumn 1959, 121-132.

170



As argued before, Rejwan’s Mizrahi identity played an essential role in his
critique of both the Arab world and Israel and also served as a unifying factor with
Amir’s Young Hebrews ideology. As discussed above, both figures critiqued Zionist
hegemony, Rejwan from his Mizrahi positionality and Amir as a non-Zionist Hebrew
who sought the inclusion of minorities, including Mizrahi Jews, in the construction of the
Land of Ever. In 1964, Rejwan contributed a critique of Israeli Ashkenazi hegemony
from his positionality as a Mizrahi Jew.*>* He examined the integration of Mizrahi and
Ashkenazi cultures, strongly arguing that the “melting pot” ideal has failed. Instead of
acknowledging the uniqueness and richness of Mizrahi heritage each immigration wave
brought, he argued, Israel tried to mold every Israeli to fit a standardized, Ashkenazi-
influenced Israeli identity. A lack of a coherent Israeli culture, according to him, meant
that the melting pot was an experiment that was bound to fail while increasing inner-
Israeli tensions.

To exemplify the racial discrimination of Ashkenazi hegemony, he pointed out
the issue of Mizrahi immigrants’ housing. Israel has provided housing that was
insufficient for the large family size of the average Mizrahi, which, in many cases, led to
the homes being unclean. The uncleanliness of the residence, he argued, was viewed by
the Ashkenazi hegemony as a Mizrahi character trait, even though this was factually
untrue, leading to discrimination. Furthermore, one of the reasons for Ashkenazi

discrimination was the fact that Mizrahi Jews reminded Ashkenazi Jews of their own
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existence in the ghettos of Eastern Europe, where Christians often deemed them
unclean.**

However, this critique does not only deal with the Mizrahi experience under
Ashkenazi hegemony but also resonates with the sense of cultural exile experienced by
Mizrahi Jews in Israel. As Nancy Berg argues, the writing, often biographical, of many
Iraqi Jews resonates the sense of exile in Israel, after leaving Iraq, and the detachment
from the Zionist enterprise, which for many was not the main reason for their
immigration to Israel. In Rejwan’s case, this writing exemplifies the “paradise lost”
feeling of many Iraqi Jews who felt they were uprooted from their homes by a sense of
false Zionist promise of redemption in Eretz Yisrael, only to be met with a sense of
rupture living under Zionist hegemony. 43

Thus, implementing his own lived experience of growing up in Israel as a Mizrahi
Jew in state-sanctioned residence, Rejwan turned his critique from the Arab world to
Israel’s internal colonial practices against Mizrahi Jews. This internal colonialism was
not a standalone topic but part of Israel’s insularity and lack of understanding of the

richness of the cultural world surrounding it. Kahanoff would further this critique as a

Middle Eastern Jew herself.

In 1963, while discussing the hardships of acculturation faced by North African
immigrants in France, Kahanoff compared their sense of detachment from France to the
experience of Mizrahi Jews in Israel. She argued that while France excelled at absorbing

cultural differences, mainly through cuisine, thereby enriching French culture, Israel
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failed to absorb Mizrahi culture. She argued that the failure stemmed from a lack of
natural national development that forced an artificial sense of unity that overlooked the
national richness found in inclusive diversity, as was portrayed through her Levantinism.
She further argued that Israel portrayed a negative vision of Levantinism through
attempting to force Ashkenazi culture on every Israeli citizen, leading to Israeli insularity
in the Middle East and the Arab world.*¢

In 1964, Kahanoff returned to critique Ashkenazi cultural hegemony over Mizrahi
through her family’s experience. She argued that understanding the experience and
hardships of Mizrahi Jews requires tracing their lived experiences in Arab societies,
particularly their active participation in Arab-Muslim cultural life. However, when
immigrating to Israel, many experienced a deliberate cultural rupture by Zionist
hegemony, meant to acculturate them to Ashkenazi cultural expectations. However, she
did not solely blame Israel. Through her familial story, she exemplified that after the
golden age of Egyptian Jewry, from the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 until the rise of
Nasser in 1954, many Jews no longer felt part of Arab societies that were becoming
increasingly Islamized and closed off to the idea of Westernization. These experiences, of
sudden cultural uprootedness in the Arab world and forced identities in Israel, further
dictated Mizrahi exclusion.*7 This dual exclusionary experience had directed the
experience of many Mizrahi Jews and their reactions towards the Israeli establishment.

Thus, implementing their positionality as Mizrahi Jews who lived in both the Arab
world and Israel, Kahanoff and Rejwan critiqued Israel and the Arab world for their
treatment of Mizrahi Jews over the pages of Keshet. This treatment, they argued, was not
only damaging to Mizrahi Jews but also led to the insularity of Israel from the Arab world.
Israeli internal colonialism, through the melting pot, and the Arab world’s Islamization

and exclusion of minorities, separated both worlds. To counter this growing insularity,
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Kahanoff proposed Levantinism as a unifying cultural factor, enabling Israel to reposition
itself in the Middle East while acknowledging and absorbing Mizrahi culture to create a
hybrid, enriched Middle Eastern identity. Although not promoting Levantinism, Rejwan
argued similarly that the inclusion of Mizrahi identity would enrich Israeli society and
unify the country’s Ashkenazi and Mizrahi factions.

For Amir, as part of his ideology of including minorities and the idea of a regional
and spatial multi-faceted identity, the Mizrahi Jews were an important group.
Furthermore, the treatment of Mizrahi Jews by the Zionist hegemony further proved its
insular tendencies, which further undermined its legitimacy. In that, for Amir, Israel’s
treatment of Mizrahi Jews, the attempt to erode their multi-faceted identities that included
Arab, Jewish, and European influences pointed to Israel’s larger misunderstanding as a
future regional power that, under Hebrew guidance, could bring the people of the region
under the umbrella of the Land of Ever. Thus, while Amir sought to create a Hebrew state,
its future citizens were to share spatial and cultural experiences and identities rather than
the insular notion of a strictly Jewish state.

Advya Horon and a Peaceful Middle East (1964 -1966)

The early to mid 1960s also saw Amir include another columnist, the Young
Hebrews’ former ideologist, Adya Gour Horon. As mentioned in earlier chapters, Horon
provided Ratosh with much of the historical and ideological foundation for the Young
Hebrews and is considered by researchers of the movement to be one of its founding
fathers. Roman Vater argues that Amir encouraged Horon to publish in Keshet chapters
of his recent project, which was composed of “a fifty-thousand-word book on Hebrew

politics and history.”**® This cooperation resulted in a seven-article series named “A
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World in a Hebrew Outlook,” which provided a historical context to the arguments
regarding the land of Ever and the region’s Hebrew past.

The first article, “Opening Statement,”*° began with the argument that a new
Hebrew nation is emerging, which Israel does not support and views as heresy, an
argument Amir presented in his second roundtable discussed above. Horon stated that his
articles would uncover the historical roots of the emerging nation and provide the
necessary worldview, or ideology, to advance it. He further argued that Israel lacked a
Hebrew consciousness and instead the nation was built on the Jewish-diasporic and
Biblical (Mikraait) consciousness, which were both logically false structures. The tenets
of the “Hebrew consciousness,” as he referred to it, included the use of the Hebrew
language and the languages relating to the ancient Hebrew cultural sphere, such as Syriac
spoken by Maronites, and the idea that Hebrews, including those colonized by Islam,
should reside in their former land, extending from Egypt’s border past the Euphrates
River. To create an ideology, Hebrew consciousness needed a history severed from its
diasporic roots and focused on the region's history from prehistory onwards. Such
history, he argued, will uncover the erasure of Hebrew history in the land, comparing it to
the Egyptian’s erasure of pre-Islamic history under Pan-Arabism.

Horon spent the remaining articles doing precisely that. His articles covered the
prehistoric history of the region using a paleogeographic-anthropological-archeological
analysis, a linguistic analysis of the region’s ancient languages and their connections to

the Hebrew cultural sphere, and the cultural connections of the people living in the
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ancient “Land of Ever.”#%" Although Horon’s perfectionism complicated Amir’s editorial
work as he was unable to meet the periodical’s deadlines, it seems both parties benefited
from the series’ publishing.**! Horon was able to publish his ongoing work to a dedicated
readership, and Amir found another intellectual avenue to spread the Young Hebrews’
ideology to said readership. In 1972, Horon passed away before he could publish his
book, making Keshet the only publication of excerpts from his final work.

In the spring of 1966, Amir gathered a wide array of cultural and political figures
to discuss geopolitics and Israel's standing in the Middle East. This included Rostam
Bastuni, a journalist who was the first Israeli Arab to serve as a Knesset member for a
Zionist political party; military commander and politician Moshe Dayan; former Major
General and International Relations and Middle East professor Yehoshafat Harkabi; and
the exiled Algerian intellectual Abd al-Qadir. The roundtable was named “What After the
Peace?” and centered on the hypothesis of a peaceful resolution between Israel and the
Arab League within a few years and its potential impact on Israel and the Middle East.4

The viewpoints varied widely among the participants. Bastuni proposed a regional
Hebrew-Arab federation to encompass the entire Middle East. Dayan prioritized
advancing Israel's geopolitical potential by providing information technology to the

region during peacetime, and Al-Qadir advocated for peace through the rise of Arab
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political parties committed to reducing hostility towards Israel.*6> Amir presented a vision
in which Israel advanced from ethno-religious-based nationalism to a regional-based one.
He further argued that while many, both in Israel and abroad, viewed Israel as a regional
force, others still view it as a “dependent Ghetto,” pointing to its diasporic roots.** To
become a truly regional force, he argued, Israel must first break away from this
metaphysical Ghetto to become a region-based superpower (Ma’atsama). This vision
included adopting a new geopolitical perspective, in which Israel would play a leading
role in advancing the entire region post-peace treaty by leveraging technology, culture,
and development in the Middle East. Only a year later, a war would change Israel's
geopolitical standing in the Middle East.

In 1967, amid the Six-Day War, Amir shifted much of his focus to his political
work. Nine years later, in 1976, Amir made the difficult decision to shut down Keshet.*®3
However, why did Amir choose to end Keshet’s fruitful activity? In a letter to Uri Ben-
Ari, he expressed profound fatigue and suggested that a hiatus might allow for more
meaningful engagement in influencing events with the Lebanese.*%® In a later letter to Uri
Lahav, Amir emphasized the overlap between the Young Hebrews’ ideology and his
public actions, asserting that sending supplies to those besieged behind the Lebanese

border also supported his values and ideas.”*¢’
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Keshet became one of Amir's most treasured creations and an important part of
his intellectual legacy. However, with Israel’s occupation of new territories after the 1967
war and his growing political involvement in Lebanon, he recognized the need to once
again direct his efforts toward political work. Amir revived Keshet in 1998, which lasted
until his death in 2008, with the new Keshet largely devoid of politics. Or Graur, who
published in the newly established Keshet and worked closely with Amir, argued that
there was little to no political work or ideology, and that Amir focused solely on literature
and uncovering new talents.*68

Conclusion
While Amir consistently argued that Keshet adopted a nonpartisan, literary-focused
approach, this chapter argued that the story is much more complex. Not only did Keshet
publish, translate, and advance historical, political, and ideologically based writings, but
in many ways, the periodical’s intellectual focus promoted the Young Hebrews’ ideology
and Amir’s vision of the great land of Ever. In that, Amir’s connection between ideology
and literature found a new avenue.

Kahanoff, Rejwan, and Amir as the editor, brought together a critique of Pan-
Arabism offering the notion of Levantinism as a more inclusive and plural framework of
identity. At the same time, all three challenged Israeli hegemonic practices by
foregrounding the marginalization of Arab Jews, who embodied Levantine identity
through their entanglement with Jewish, Arab, and European cultural worlds. By
exposing how Zionist hegemony effaced this hybridity in favor of a homogenizing

“melting pot” model, these figures articulated a mode of resistance grounded in
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multifaceted identities that destabilized dominant national narratives. However, a paradox
arises from Amir’s facilitation of Mizrahi critique of Israeli insularity. That is, on the one
hand, Amir insisted that the project of forming an Israeli national identity is failing,
while, on the other hand, he expressed confidence in the crystallization of a distinct
Hebrew nation.

Keshet's greatest uniqueness, beyond its literary contribution of showcasing the
work of new and established authors, lay in its intellectual and political implications. In
Keshet, Amir, as the editor, acting behind the curtain in this chapter, brought together
critiques of Pan-Arabism stemming from the Young Hebrews ideology, Kahanoftf’s
Levantinism, and Rejwan’s and Kahanoff’s critique of Israeli hegemonic treatment of
Mizrahi Jews. Thus, instead of Pan-Arabism and Jewish insularity, the group brought
together a more inclusive possible identity: the Levantine, which encapsulated Arab-
Jewish-European identities. The critique of Israel’s treatment of Mizrahi Jews
exemplified Israel’s insular approach to the Middle East and its role as a future
hegemonic power, and it would never be able to become Amir’s vision of the great land
of Ever. By exemplifying the importance of Levantinism as an idea to battle regional
insularity, mainly Pan Arabism and Jewish-Israeli insularity, Amir, as the editor, was able
to implement the writings of Kahanoff and Rejwan to advance his ideology while
showing its diversity.

Furthermore, Amir’s work and ideology clearly resisted parochialism, mainly the
isolationist tendencies of Israeli culture, while articulating a search for a deeper sense of
cultural "indigeneity." At the same time, Amir’s work does not map neatly onto Israeli

left—right political binarism. The worldview articulated in Keshet does not align cleanly
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with either Mapai/Labor or with later Likud politics, thereby complicating the binary
political frameworks in Israel, most notably the hawks vs. doves debate prevalent in
Israeli historiography.

Keshet was, and still is, celebrated for its literary contributions, having published
some of Israel’s most celebrated authors early in their careers, as well as established
authors and poets. However, the little research on Keshet overlooked the periodical's
political essays, which often failed to examine how the incorporation of ideology and
literature extended beyond prose and poetry in Amir's work, as it also appeared in his
editorship. Amir would next turn his focus to the 1967 war, as it offered an opportunity to

realize his vision of the great land of Ever and a minority pact.
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Chapter 5 Everything! Amir and the 1967 War

“The ticking of history’s clock is heard clearly, in almost a physical tangibility,”

wrote Amir in his private journal on May 28, 1967.4%° Nestled among his reflections on
published newspaper articles, Amir wrote this single ominous, almost prophetic,
sentence. Unbeknownst to him, within a month, a surge of secular messianism would
engulf Israel, paradoxically aligning his ideologies with the Israeli political landscape.

On June 10, 1967, Israel won the Six-Day War, defeating a coalition of Arab
states that included Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, supported by Saudi Arabia and Iraq. This
victory led to the occupation and settlement of the Golan Heights, the West Bank, the
Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem, and the Sinai Peninsula, with many of the territories still
occupied today.

As Avi Shilon Argues, for the former members of the Young Hebrews movement,
this war represented an important turning point. This war, they argued, could realize their
vision of a Greater Israel, or the Land of Ever, extending from the southern regions of
modern Iraq to Egypt and encompassing the West Bank of the Jordan River. To manifest
this idea, Amir turned to three avenues: his political and journalistic writings, his political
engagement, and his literary endeavors from 1967 onwards.

This chapter aims to illustrate the emergence of Right-Wing discourse in the post-
1967 era and the cultural figures who championed it, mainly situating Amir as a marginal
yet operative figure in the Israeli cultural-based support for annexation. It draws on
previously unexplored newspaper articles, personal journals, archival documents, and

literary works. Connecting to this. Chapter and advancing its argument, the next chapter
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examines the role of youth-based literary models that portrayed the notion of the "New
Hebrew man" and, through their ideology, advocated Israel's annexation of territories in
Amir's literary works. By examining Amir's political, journalistic, and later literary
contributions within the context of pre- and post-1967 Israel, this chapter seeks to
highlight the importance of cultural endeavors in support of Israel's annexation of the
occupied territories.

Furthermore, this chapter presents a pivotal turning point in Amir’s political and
cultural shift. As argued earlier, one of the prevailing critiques of the Young Hebrews
was that they were not politically active beyond their literary and cultural work.
However, after 1967, Amir not only became politically active but also began actively
working with figures from the Israeli religious right wing, such as Rabbi Moshe
Levinger, a prominent religious figure who advocated and facilitated Jewish settlement in
Hebron.

Yet, beyond Amir’s journey into the Israeli mainstream, a broader structural
narrative emerges. That is the story of a nation engulfed in a wave of secular messianic
fever, gathering citizens from many political and cultural avenues to support the
colonization and subjugation of Palestinians and the holding of the Occupied Territories.
In that, Amir’s story highlights a much broader shift in Israeli politics, one that Israel is
still contending with today.

Political Activism and Non-Fiction Work (1965-1968)

In the summer of 1965, two years before the war, Amir established the Club for
Hebrew Thought (Ha 'Moadon LeMahshva Yivrit). According to Amir, the group was

"dedicated to addressing fundamental questions of the emerging nation (Leom) in this

183



country, with a focus on its distinct needs in the domains of culture and science, society
and economy, as well as politics."*’" Embracing Amir's post-Canaanite ideology, the
group aimed to contribute to the formation of a new society in the Middle East, which
would encompass an alliance with cultural and religious minorities, including the
Lebanese Maronites, Copts in Egypt, the Druze, and other minority groups in the region.
Furthermore, the group sought to integrate Palestinians who were open to transitioning
from Arabic to Hebrew culture. Not surprisingly, not many were. Members included the
poet, author, and literature professor Haim Be'er, Rostam Bastuni, Nissim Rejwan, the
poet Yitzhak Shalev, and Uzi Ornan, Ratosh's brother and a former member of the Young
Hebrews Movement.

Around 1966, Ornan wrote a speech outlining the unifying factors and core
interests of the group, stating that their primary aim was "the desire to clarify
fundamental terms...and to evaluate them within the context of the reality in Israel, as
dictated by the needs of the inhabitants of the region, independent of any external needs
or interests."*’! The group’s main concepts centered on the expansion of Canaanite ideas
concerning false consciousness. This idea asserted that both Hebrews and Palestinians
held false beliefs regarding their identities: Hebrews were affected by their diasporic
Jewish past, while the Islamic colonization in the sixth and seventh centuries displaced
Arabs and Palestinians from their pre-Islamic identities. Ornan argued that both groups

held a misconception: they viewed the Arab and Jewish nations as two distinct and
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separate nations in opposition, whereas geographical and linguistic primordial ties
bonded both groups together, rather than religious, ethnic, or cultural affiliations.*”

However, it is important to note that these ideas were not novel. In 1928, Russian-
Jewish Zionist activist and founder of the Palestine Pioneers during the first Aliyah, Israel
Belkind, argued that Arabs living in Eretz Yisrael were descendants of Jews who had
converted to Christianity under the Byzantine Empire and later to Islam between the sixth
and seventh centuries. In further similarity to the Club and Amir, he suggested teaching
the Arabs the Hebrew language and culture but insisted that their faith and language
should not be replaced but enriched.*”3

Lastly, Ornan focused on the Hebrew youth, asserting that many of the terms
through which they understand their reality as Israelis are entirely alien to them. He
argued that many of them "are repelled by such concepts as making the desert flourish,
relocating to the frontier, and all other ideals articulated by previous generations...which
are of no relevance to the (Hebrew) youth."

As mentioned in previous chapters, the Young Hebrews often focused on the
Hebrew youths, those born in the land, as a revolutionary force that would eventually
discard Zionist ideology for a more geographically based nationalist approach, as was
common in social movements in the Soviet Union and Fascist Italy. 4’* Hence, the group

carried many of the notions of young Hebrews and remained rooted in intellectual and

cultural approaches, conveying their ideas through publications and news articles while
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largely avoiding real-world political activities. However, Amir's stance shifted to become
more actively political following Israel's triumph in the Six-Day War.

Following the Six-Day War in June 1967, there were significant shifts in the
political landscape as various groups emerged to shape the post-war narrative by actively
supporting Israel’s post-war colonization. After the war, Amir decided to rename the
League for Hebrew Thought to Mateh HaPeula LeHahzakat Ha Shtahim (Headquarters
for the Holding of the Territories, hereafter: Mateh) to support what the group believed to
be the rightful annexation of the occupied territories. By implementing the term “the
holding of the territories,” instead of the common, left-leaning name “the occupied
territories,” Amir presented a perspective that supported Israel’s annexation of said
territories. For Amir and the Mateh, these territories have always belonged to Israel due
to its primordial ties to the Ancient Hebrews.

While The League focused on a social-philosophical approach, publishing its
writings and holding teach-ins, Mateh's activities also extended to public protests. This is
best portrayed by their demonstration in Jerusalem on July 13, 1967, opposing Israel's
decision to return the British Government house, also known as Armon HaNatsiv (Palace
of the Commissioner), to the United Nations.*’> This building, with its historical
significance dating back to the British rule in Mandatory Palestine, later given to the U.N.
as their headquarters after Israel conquered it on June 6, 1967, became a focal point of

discord following the war.#’® The signs were directed against the U.N.’s general
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secretary, U Thant, who asked Prime Minister Levi Eshkol to return the Government
House to the U.N. and read, “Tell U Thant: if you want peace, remove your hands from
the Middle East.”*”” During the demonstration, Amir spoke to the crowd, which
numbered around a hundred, asserting that “the government was in a state of
embarrassment and indecision as it succumbs to hostile entities.” He referred to the U.N.
as “a rotting apparatus that had made our life miserable for all these years.”*’® And ended
his speech by arguing that “there needs to be iron poured into the backbone of the
government”47?

Mateh viewed the Government House as a further facet of the occupied territories
that Israel gained after the war and advocated for resisting the return of any of the
territories. They believed that giving up annexed territories, including symbolic locations
such as the Government House, could weaken Israel's influence as a dominant power in
the region and hinder the fulfillment of their vision of Greater Israel. However, it was not
solely Amir and Mateh who began to hold these views, as the political and ideological
winds in Israel were shifting in a wave of post-war euphoria.

Following the Six-Day War, an ideological shift began to transpire among cultural
figures in Israel. Poets, authors, and other artists, such as the poet Natan Alterman,
previously aligned with the left-leaning Mapai party, began advocating and supporting

Israel's right to hold the occupied territories. Amir and various other public figures of that
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era, who also supported Israel's right to hold the newly conquered territories, despite their
geopolitical cost.*80

On July 23, Alterman met with Israeli author Moshe Shamir to discuss forming a
new organization to advocate for the concept of “Greater Israel.” Shamir aligned with
Alterman’s stance regarding Israel's right to hold the occupied territories, leading to the
establishment of HaTenu’a Lema’an Eretz Yisrael HaSheleima (The Movement for
Greater Israel). Subsequently, on August 10, 1967, Alterman assembled a meeting at Beit
Sokolov in Tel-Aviv under the theme of “A meeting to discuss the fundamental questions
that arose in the wake of the war.”*¥! Among the attendees was Amir, as Alterman
expressed two fundamental ideas regarding the holding of the occupied territories. First,
the proposal to boost Jewish immigration to Israel, particularly to the newly acquired
territories, is to reshape the demographic reality on the ground. Secondly, the need to act
compassionately towards the inhabitants of the territories, namely the Palestinians, as part
of Israel's responsibility for the occupied territories.*3? During the meeting, Mateh and the
Movement for greater Israel also decided to collaborate, as both shared ideological
similarities. However, the collaboration between the two groups proved short-lived as
internal divisions quickly emerged over certain phrasings in the group's foundational
document.

On November 17, 1967, Davar published an article titled “Division in the

Movement for Greater Israel,” depicting the internal strife among the group’s
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members.*83 The division mainly revolved around the differing viewpoints of Mateh and
the Movement’s central figures, including Alterman, Shamir, and the poet Uri Zvi
Grinberg. The crux of the division lay in the diverse approaches advocated by the two
factions. The Movement's leading members focused on public relations (Hasbara) and
moral issues. In contrast, Mateh members advocated for direct action, including
immediate settlement in Gush Etzion, a Jewish settlement south of Jerusalem, and
asserting Israeli authority over the Occupied Territories. Lastly, the article indicated that
although Mateh predated the Movement, its members could not belong to both groups
simultaneously, leading to the decision to disband. However, in a later interview, Amir
argued that the disbandment occurred on the backdrop of disagreements over terms in the
Movement's foundational document, claiming that:
I personally established the Club for Hebrew Thought in 1965, which was
transformed after 1967 to the Mateh HaPeula LeHahzakat Ha Shtahim. Out of it
grew the Movement for Greater Israel. However, I was removed from the
movement’s leadership because I did not accept their version (of the founding
document - O.K). They drafted a document (and there were Alterman, Agnon,
Shamir, and many religious people) that decided that only those who signed the
document could join the movement. We refused to sign because the first sentence
declared that ‘during the Six-Day War, the whole land of Israel became the
territory (Nahla) of the Jewish people.” And I could not accept that.*%4
Despite Amir's ambition to promote his Canaanite-based vision of Greater Israel, he
remained true to his ideological origins by criticizing the Jewish element in the

colonization of the occupied territories. For Amir, the victory could only be that of the

Hebrews rather than the Jews.
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On November 20, 1967, Haaretz newspaper published an article titled "Peula
LeHahyaat Hevron HaYehudit" (Action to Revive Jewish Hebron).*® The article reported
that Mateh had now returned to operate on its own, and that the group released a
pamphlet supporting Rabbi Yechezkel Sarna, who advocated for the resettlement of
Hebron.

Rabbi Sarna, originally from Lithuania, had immigrated to Mandatory Palestine in
1924 to establish the Slabodka yeshiva in Hebron, relocating to Jerusalem after the 1929
Riots. In June 1967, he met with Ben-Gurion to discuss the resettlement of Jews in
Hebron. Ben-Gurion maintained that the Yeshiva and other Jewish settlers should return
to Hebron as long as it was not "among the local inhabitants or near them."*% In a
subsequent meeting, Ben-Gurion, noticing Rabbi Sarna's hesitance, urged, “Well, well,
we must return immediately."4%” Rabbi Sarna had also reached out to Defense Minister
Moshe Dayan regarding the Jewish settlement in Hebron, but received no response. After
learning this, Mateh decided to act by mobilizing religious and ultra-orthodox groups
willing to settle in Hebron immediately, to contact them.*®

On December 19, 1967, Amir and Mateh convened a press conference at Beit
Sokolov (Sokolov House). Amir announced that the group had formed immediately after

the war and emphasized that calls to return the occupied territories in exchange for peace
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could lead to further land exchanges in the future, reaffirming the group's initial position.
Additionally, they claimed that there were rumors of negotiations aimed at establishing a
Palestinian state in the occupied territories, which could pose a dire threat to Israel. %’
The article describing the press conference also cited Rabbi Moshe Levinger, a prominent
religious Zionist figure considered the forefather of Jewish settlement in Hebron, who
worked closely with the group. Levinger argued that he and many others in Israel believe
that the settlement of the occupied territories is a sacred endeavor (Davar Kadosh). When
asked about a peace agreement with the Palestinians, he replied, "A peace treaty with the
Arabs is not worth the paper it is written on. Peace will only come through our (Israel's
and mainly the settler movement - 0.k) strengthening."*%

It is important to note that this was a pivotal point in Amir’s political and cultural
career. The Young Hebrews, and Amir in that, were strictly against religion, mainly
Judaism. How could Amir, a figure who has denounced his Jewish heritage at an early
age become so closely affiliated and work with a messianic religious figure such as
Levinger?

Amir's partner, Bettine, claimed that, at that point in his life, although Amir was
secular, anti-Jewish, and anti-Zionist, he "collaborated with anyone who could further his
goals or align with his ideas."*! Thus, although harboring a disdain for Judaism and
Zionism alike, Amir would work with anyone who could further his ideological vision.

This shift counteracted Uri Avnery's critique of the young Hebrews that they were never
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truly politically active.*> Furthermore, later in life, Avnery would point to this paradox in
Amir’s work, arguing that on one hand Amir was strictly secular and abhorred any
religious leanings, but he often worked with religious groups such as the settler
movement and later the Maronites.*>3 This shift would also not go unnoticed by Amir’s
former Young Hebrews affiliates. As discussed in the epilogue, in 2008, after Amir’s
passing, Uzi Ornan would criticize Amir for straying from his ideological convictions to
advance his vision of the Greater Land of Israel as part of the Land of Ever. Now, and to
a certain extent moving forward, this vision of the greater land would become Amir’s
focus and motivational force.

Throughout his literary and political career, Amir found journalism and
publications to be particularly effective in advancing his ideas, mainly his vision for
Greater Israel and Israel's future hegemonic role in the Middle East. Between 1967 and
1968, Amir penned articles that served as social commentaries and conducted intellectual
roundtables in newspapers and periodicals such as Maariv, AI-Hamishmar, and his own
publication, Kehset (also explored in the previous chapter). Through his writings, Amir
effectively conveyed his ideologies to a broader audience, thereby further advancing his
political engagement.

On June 16, 1967, only six days after Israel’s victory in the war, Amir published
an opinion article in Maariv named “Hakol” (Everything).*** In a fashion fitting a poet,
the article began by describing that while bodies lay on the ground and blood spilling

among the pavements of Jerusalem, and while Israel’s army is speaking in a heroic voice,
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voices are creeping into the discourse quietly whispering, “can we hold the territories?
Do we want to hold the territories? Are they worth holding at all?”4%° He argued that a
few days of war created a “revolutionary situation,” that could potentially change the
demographics in Israel, adding forty percent of (Arab) citizens and quadrupling Israel’s
territory as well as its view of itself and the way the rest of the world viewed it.
Borrowing Marxist dialectics, he wondered if Israel’s Cognition (Hakara) could catch up
to Being (Havaya). That is, if the new realities of war, mainly Israel’s need to hold on to
the territories, will align with Israel’s understanding of its role in the Middle East, or will
it give up the occupied territories for the sake of peace?

He further argued that nations seldom ask themselves if they should hold on to
territories gained as spoils of war, nor should Israel. Thereafter, he quickly turned to
attack Israel’s separatist Jewish tendencies by arguing that any political actor who
claimed that Israel would lose its Jewish character with the annexation of “a million
Arabs” is blindsided by Israel’s diasporic legacies, leading to "a lack of capacity for
political thought.”**¢ He supported this claim by asking readers to remember that the
same left-leaning leadership agreed to the partition of Palestine resolution 181 in 1947,
which included forty percent Arabic speakers, and that Israel should not fear the Arabs
who should, and would, become Israeli citizens. Lastly, Amir returned to Marxism,
quoting Marx's famous saying, "Violence is the Midwife of change, there has been no
birth without Blood.” Resuming the metaphor, he asked Israel not to suffocate the

newborn, suggesting Israel’s rebirth as a regional power. He ended the article by
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proclaiming, “Hakol! (Everything!), also Judea and also Samaria. Also the Golan
Heights, and also the Sinai Peninsula.”*%’

In the article, Amir laid the plans he deemed necessary for the day after Israel’s
victory. For him, this was the most significant opportunity to spread the ideas of the
Young Hebrews in the new Middle East with Israel as a hegemonic power. Furthermore,
showcasing another Young Hebrews’ based ideology, it seems that Amir was more
concerned with Jewish diasporic influence on Israel than the demographic concerns
regarding Palestinians. For him, Palestinians were better allies for the new Middle East
than the separatist nature of Judaism, mainly diasporic Judaism. As argued in the last
chapter, historian and Arab specialist Nissim Rejwan posited that Amir’s view of the
Palestinians and a shared future was one of the notions both men held in common.
However, it is important to remember that Amir saw a joint future as long as Palestinians
embraced their pre-Islamic past and became Hebrew citizens. Seeking further support for
the annexation, and as part of his minority pact, he would next turn to a minority group in
Israel, the Druze.

On July 4, 1967, Amir sent a letter to the Reader’s section (Kor’im Kotvim)
section in Maariv, urging Israelis to acknowledge the loyalty of the Druze community
before and during the Six-Day War. To support his request, he emphasized the important
role played by the Israeli Druze in coming to Israel's aid during the war, mentioning the
influential role of Druze leader and Knesset member Sheikh Jabr Muadi in motivating his
fellow Druze to fight. Furthermore, Amir highlighted the resilience and support of the

inhabitants of Majdal Shams, a Druze village in the Golan Heights that Israel annexed
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after the war, who welcomed the IDF rather than fleeing. Amir highlighted the
persecution faced by the Druze from Syrian authorities in Damascus and Jabal-al-Druze
(The Mountain of Druze) as a consequence of their alliance with Israel. He concluded the
letter by stating:

It would be an act of solidarity if Israel, using all its means, would not act
with equanimity to any harassment (Hitnaklut) by Damascus to the well-being,
security or rights of the inhabitants of Jabal-Al-Druze. It will be, supposedly, also
an expression of political responsibility, which is now binding, stemming from
the transformations that have taken place in Israel’s new regional stance.**®

The letter did not go unnoticed. On July 20, 1967, Suleiman Mabada Hamdan, a Druze
from Yanhu village (today: Yanuh-Jat) near Acre, wrote a response. He expressed
enthusiasm and gratitude for Amir's encouraging letter to the Druze community. Hamdan,
reflecting Amir's views, emphasized the Druze community's long-standing loyalty to
Israel, particularly during the 1948 war and the Six-Day War, and emphasized the
community's sincere desire for full integration. Moreover, he highlighted the shared fate
and persecution that Druze and Jews experienced in Arab countries. He concluded with a
call for the complete integration of Druze into Israeli society and their defense from Syrian
persecution “in the name of good citizenship, and the brotherhood of nations (Ahvat
Ha’Amim) and fighters (Lohamim) between the two peoples.”*%

Hence, as a non-Muslim minority group, the letter garnered a response from a

Druze who seemed to share and support some of Amir’s ideas. In fact, Druze integration

remains a significant communal aspect to this day.’® Although the Druze community
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traditionally supported the left-leaning Mapai, in the 1960s, mainly after the role they
played in the 1967 war, attitudes started to shift as Druze began to support political groups
for both sides, further demanding full integration into Israeli society while retaining their
minority status and belief system. !

Thus, Amir’s letter, directed at the general public, reflected two of his ideological
beliefs, bringing together the concept of Greater Israel while including non-Muslim
minorities as part of a minority pact. Amir would expand on the idea of the minority pact
as part of Israel’s responsibility as a regional force during the 1982 Lebanon war, when
working with the Lebanese Maronites.

On October 4, 1967, Mapai’s daily newspaper, Al HaMishmar, published a
roundtable discussion featuring public intellectuals, politicians, and other notable cultural
figures. The discussants included Yaacov Amit, the editor of 4/ HaMishmar; Ya’akov
Hazan, a Knesset member and a founding member of the Hashomer Hatzair and Mapam;
Eliezer Livneh, A Journalist who helped establish the Movement for Greater Israel;
Hebrew author Yitzhak Orpaz; the author and literary critic David Knaani, and Amir. The
group sought to address two questions: Is the Six-Day War and the events that followed
leading to changes in Israel and the Diaspora? Moreover, what will be the fate of the
occupied territories and borders of the land, and what is the road to a peaceful
resolution?30?

When asked about the changes in Israel since the war, Amir argued, as he did

before, that the war was a moment of grandeur (Gdula), which Israel is yet to recognize,
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not fully rising to seize the opportunity. He argued that the post-war period would now
transform a “horde of peoples” into a fully-fledged Hebrew nation, severing its diasporic
Jewish roots, paving a potential road for Hebrews and Palestinians to return to their
primordial roots. This new nation would be similar to a republic, where people, like those
in the United States, would have the freedom to choose Hebrew citizenship or leave the
country. However, due to a demographic imbalance, with only two million Hebrew
residents in Israel compared to around ten million Arabs, Israel had to maintain a strong
presence for both military and social influence in the region. Amir found it particularly
encouraging that post-war Israel saw a shift in intellectual perspectives, with former left-
leaning intellectuals and cultural figures coming together to form movements such as the
Movement for Greater Israel, breaking away from previous ideological constraints.>%

When asked how Israel should incorporate itself in the Middle East, not as a
regional force, but as a nation among other nations, Amir replied that Israel has no real
need to incorporate into the region because “it is not a region of political, human or
cultural forces but a region that is politically empty.” He argued that Middle-Eastern
leaders lack a realpolitik approach, allowing ideologies such as Pan-Arabism to drive
their decisions instead of focusing on the region's actual needs. Lastly, he argued that
Israel “portrays a force without animosity against animosity without force,”>%*
emphasizing that a deep and enduring hatred led the surrounding Arab countries against
Israel, while Israel, supposedly, only sought to find its place as a regional force.

Amir's fellow debaters challenged many of Amir’s ideas. This included Hazan's

claims that Amir represented extreme nationalist views, Knaani's critique that Amir and
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others like him glorified the war without considering its horrors and disregard for the
authenticity of Palestinian nationalism, and Orpaz, who argued that Amir's exclusively
spatial approach created an unnecessary tear between Judaism and Israel. Yaacov Amit
concluded the debate by questioning what it meant about the current social and political
climate in Israel when Amir's exclusively spatial-based arguments were being embraced
by many, as exemplified by the Movement for Greater Israel.>%

This roundtable brought together a diverse group of Israeli intellectuals to discuss
Israel's post-war political climate and its opportunities. For Amir, this presented another
opportunity to share his ideas. However, in the post-Young Hebrews era, he mainly chose
to present his ideas through other people's writings, such as in Keshet, or in ways that did
not present them directly. So, why did Amir feel so at ease in now openly presenting such
polarizing and startling ideas, as viewed by his commentators and critics? This was
mainly due to the post-war atmosphere in Israel, fueled by the secular messianic shift in
post-war Israel. Amir was acutely aware that the war ignited such feelings among many
Israelis and a zeal, both from the political left and right, to maintain control over the
occupied territories as part of a vision of Israel returning to its Biblical borders. This new
understanding would only grow stronger in him over the following years, fueling many of
his political and literary activities.

As Amir ideas became more socially acceptable, his political and journalistic
endeavors also garnered attention of Israel’s youth, who expressed an interest in his
work. On September 27, 1967, Amir received an invitation from a young man named

Nathan Raanan from Kibbutz Mishmar David to participate in a local discussion group.
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He was requested to share his perspectives on the annexation of the Occupied Territories,
focusing on “the demographic problem.>¢” Subsequently, on November 24, 1967, the
student faction of the General Federation of Labor in the Land of Israel invited Amir and
Nathan Yellin-Mor to speak at a symposium on the Occupied Territories, referring to
them as the “Freed Territories.”>"” Following this, on December 19, 1967, the all-girls
school Ironi Yid-Alef requested Amir to lecture on the “problem of the Annexed

08 This interest continued to rise well into 1968, a

territories,” from his point of view.
year after the war. This interest further strengthens the idea that Amir’s notions became
more socially accepted, reaching his most coveted audience, the Israeli youths.

In the winter of 1968, Amir gathered discussants for a roundtable discussion,
named “What After the War?” and published in Keshet to discuss the war’s outcomes and
Israel’s future. At the time, as Israel was still holding the Occupied Territories, the debate
on whether Israel should continue to hold them or relinquish them for peace was a heated
topic of debate among Israelis. % The roundtable included Moshe Ater, Jerusalem Post’s
economic reporter and author, Liberal Politician best known for his contribution to
Israel’s constitutional law, Yizhar Harari, lieutenant colonel and military historian Dr.

Jehuda L. Wallach, Arab specialist Yehoshua Palmon, the journalist and former Young

Hebrews member Boaz Evron, Rostam Bastuni, and Politician Moshe Sneh.
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Instead of a formal roundtable, each participant provided a text describing his
views on the post-war "Palestinian problem," The opinions showed a wide range of
approaches with Ater arguing that there would be no substantial change in the Middle
East as long as Pan-Arabism was a dominant ideological force and Palmon noting that the
war had shattered both physical and metaphysical barriers between Israel and the Arab
world, warning that ignoring Palestinian demands could present an obstacle to Israel's
geopolitical standing in the region.>!° Bastuni, who offered a federative approach in
which both Israelis and Palestinians recognize the impracticality of a fully Jewish or
entirely Palestinian state, and Sneh argued that Israel should reach an agreement with the
Palestinians at all costs.’!! Former Young Hebrews member, Evron, who now turned to
the Left, criticized Amir and the Movement for Greater Israel, arguing that while some
factions, such as the Movement, sought to colonize the Occupied Territories while
preserving Israel's Jewish identity, others, alluding to Amir, aimed to colonize and annex
the Palestinians to establish a new Hebrew nation distinct from both Jewish and Arab
identities, finding both groups' aims questionable and dangerous. >!2

Amir's response, titled "An Eagle in the Hand" (Nesher BaYad), drawn from the
well-known saying, "A bird in the hand is worth two in the tree," to assert that Israel has
a unique and irreplaceable opportunity that it must seize.>!3 He began his argument by

reiterating that the war transformed the State of Israel into the Land of Israel, suggesting
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calling it the "Homeland War," to emphasize the realization of Israel's historical borders
and to avoid the defeatist attitudes presented by many Israelis.

Further exploring the minimizing attitudes in Israel, Amir argued they stemmed
from two and a half millennia of imperial and colonial occupation in the Middle East.
The lengthy occupation, he argued, had created "political patterns of anti-statism, anti-
nationalism, and anti-social (conduct)." To overthrow the Imperial shackles that divided
the region, Amir urged Israel to accompany every geopolitical action with an
educational-ideological enterprise directed at its citizens, both Palestinians and Jews. This
approach, he argued, would replace the conception of refugees with the new concept of
Palestinians as citizens. However, this was not a vision of joint existence but one that
called for both Israelis and Palestinians to denounce their religion and cultural pasts to be
replaced by a Hebrew-Primordial identity. Lastly, he argued that Israel should act as John
Winthrop’s view of America as a "A city upon a hill,">'* transforming the region by
setting an example.

As Dalia Gavrieli-Nuri argues, many Israelis supported Israel’s new position as a
regional power in the Middle East, portrayed by the cultural dedication of songs,
souvenirs, and other forms of artistic and cultural production in post-1967 Israel. This
included, for instance, Leah Naor’s song “A Carnival in the Nahal Camp,” whose lyrics
symbolically redrew Israel's borders adding settlements in the Occupied Territories as
natural Israeli possessions. However, it was Ruth Bondy, a Holocaust survivor, journalist,

and translator, who expressed sentiments closest to Amir’s ideology in the satirical article
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“It is Hard to Be a Winner.” In the article, Bundy jokingly argued that it was a shame that
Israel won so quickly and that Israel defended itself due to selfish reasons. Only if we
could be under Nasser’s rule right now, she argued, with Palestinian terrorists walking
the streets, would Israel be drowned in sympathy.>!> In a reader’s letter to HaHazit, a
Right-leaning newspaper, a reader named M.V depicted a similar sentiment. In the letter,
he argued that Christians were angry that Jews now controlled Jerusalem and that,
although Jews had a hard time accepting winning, they acted wisely by making the
government and the foreign office act as winners. He ended his letter by arguing, “It is
difficult for Jews to win. The Jewish people are used to humiliation and defeat. They
must compensate for the defeat and ask for forgiveness. Maybe we should also ask the
Arabs for forgiveness for winning?!?"316

In his political and journalistic work, Amir advocated for Israel’s annexation and
eventual colonization of the Occupied Territories. He consistently argued that Israel's
reluctance to acknowledge its victories was debilitating it from embracing its new role as
a regional hegemonic force in the Middle East. Amir’s views also gradually became more
accepted by the general public and other intellectuals and cultural figures who
encouraged Israel to retain the Occupied Territories and govern them, holding varied
notions ranging from the deportation of Palestinians to their inclusion in Israeli society,

with Amir advocating for a return of both people to their primordial roots.
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When contextualizing Amir’s political and cultural work, as well as the political
and cultural shifts in Israel, 1967 played a pivotal turning point. Israel, now considered a
formidable force in the Middle East after its victory in the Six-Day war, held the
Occupied Territories, expanding its geographical borders to encapsulate territories that
were viewed by many, on both political sides, as an inherent part of Eretz Yisrael.

For Amir, this presented an opportunity to actively promote his ideas of both the
Greater Land of Ever, in which Jews and Palestinians would become Hebrews, and a
future regional minority pact. The period in which Amir, as part of the Young Hebrews,
could be dismissed as politically inactive had passed. Instead, Amir demonstrated no
hesitation in collaborating with figures from the Israeli religious right when advocating
for the colonization and settlement of these territories. In this sense, Amir’s movement
toward the Israeli mainstream coincided with the rise of messianic fervor in the wake of
the 1967 victory.

Furthermore, this moment also encapsulates an inherent tension in Zionism,
which constantly pivoted between the national and the religious and the quest to nativize
the Jew vis-a-vis the Palestinians. Instead of Palestinian expulsion, which many in Israel
sought, Amir proposed a republic modeled on the United States, in which citizens would
freely choose to stay or leave if they accepted the country's laws and regulations.
However, instead of accepting Belkind’s notion that the Arab language and culture, as
well as the Jewish culture in that, should not be replaced but enriched, Amir sought a

return to an imagined primordial past.
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However, if Israeli Jews, as Amir argued, were unwilling to embrace this new
role, who would? Amir sought to address this question through his literary works,

discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 6 The New Hebrew Man

Amir's political work, alongside his journalistic writings, supporting Israel's annexation
of the Occupied Territories, enabled him to reach a wider audience, many of whom
shared his views. As previously discussed, Amir dedicated much of his efforts to arguing
that in 1967, Israel lacked the political will to assume its position as a hegemonic force in
the Middle East and to maintain control over the occupied territories. Therefore, if Israeli
citizens were not prepared to fulfill Israel's “greater” role in 1967, then who was? The
answer lay within the concept of the New Hebrew youth, that is, those born on the land
and not in the diaspora, a demographic that the Young Hebrews had targeted in their
literature and political activity, with the hope of revolutionizing them and drawing them
closer to their cause. In his prose, Amir presented a model of the New Hebrew that
diverged from the conventional Sabra model, which represented the dominant archetype
of Jewish youth in both literary and real contexts from the 1930s onwards.

Although the model of the “New Hebrew” shares certain similarities with the
model of the Sabra, mainly the fact that both were born in Eretz Yisrael, thus possessed a
"nativeness" that their predecessors lacked, and their dedication to their people and land,
Amir’s model diverged on a few matters. First, the Sabra model refers to the second
generation, children of Third Aliyah pioneers, who were born in Palestine, supposedly in
the kibbutzim, and later fought in the 1948 war. This meant many of them were directly
connected to the Socialist-Zionist enterprise and represented the Israeli Left. On the other
hand, Amir’s model of the "New Hebrew" was directly connected to the Israeli right wing

and educated under the ideals of the Revisionist right and the Betar movement. As argued
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in chapter three, Amir, as well as figures such as the poet Uri Zvi Grinberg, Nathan
Yellin-Mor, and Eri Jabotinsky, often spoke and wrote about Israel’s youths who
diverged from the Sabra model and the Socialist-Zionist hegemony. By creating an
alternative literary model to the Sabra, Amir not only imagined a new Hebrew figure who
would replace the Sabra, whom he argued was still afflicted by Jewish diasporic
"illnesses," but also tried to address and reach the youths who belonged to the Israeli right
wing. Lastly, by creating a figure born on the land and thus not burdened by diasporic
tendencies, Amir further sought to nativize the Hebrew as a native of the land and the
Middle East as a whole.

This model is best presented in Amir’s trilogy Noon directed at Hebrew youths
and adults. In 1966, two years after the war, Amir released his first installment of the
trilogy, Noon, named after its protagonist, with later installments published in 1985 and
1989, respectively. The series follows the protagonist as he transforms from a young,
troubled Hebrew youth into an adult, right-leaning, nonconformist figure dedicated to
revolutionizing his country. Through him, Amir illuminated the stories of the often-
marginalized, both in literature and reality, Hebrew youths due to their non-alignment
with the left-leaning hegemony, while presenting a new model that he deemed fitting to
inherit the land. This chapter focuses on two installments of Amir’s trilogy: the first, set
during the 1936 Arab Uprising in Mandatory Palestine, offers a deep exploration of
Amir's young character's psychological and ideological development against this
backdrop. The third installment takes place in 1967, portraying Noon as a family man

witnessing the vision of Greater Israel partially coming to fruition. By delving into
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Noon’s background and exploring Amir’s depiction of post-1967 Israel, we gain insight

into Amir’s vision of the new Hebrew society from its inception to its maturity.

The Origins and Models of the New Jew and the Sabra

To understand the uniqueness of the New Hebrew model, as represented by Amir, one
must trace its roots to the concept of the New Jew, which emerged in the late 18th
century as Jews began adopting European secular culture that was replacing their
traditional Religious and communal roots. For many young Jews, this transition presented
a dilemma, as they were now torn between their traditional upbringing and the new
secular world. It revolved around the diasporic Jewish experience, which often led Jews
to perceive themselves, influenced by both European-Christian and internal-Jewish
discourse, as being inferior and less masculine than Christian European men.

The idea of the new Jew has been debated among historians and literary scholars
of Jewish and Israeli history.>!” Although the new Jew was evident in real life through the
pioneers of the second Aliyah and later embodied in the image of the Sabra — a term used

for the native-born youths of Mandatory Palestine and Israel, it originated in Hebrew
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literature, as historian Anita Shapira argues that “when we sketch the image of the new
Jew, we require literary figures.”>!8

In literature this included five models including Ahad Ha'Am's model of the
secular yet still spiritual, committed to the moral and cultural advancement of Jews, The
Herzelian model, as depicted by Nordau and Herzl, the nationalistic, physically and
mentally strong Jew, the Socialist model (composed of both men and women), dedicated
to creating a just society and a Jewish working class in Eretz Yisrael, and lastly, the
Vitalist-Nietzschian model, also known as the Talush (the detached) who grappled
between the traditional Jewish world and the new secular world.>"”

Both diasporic and Hebrew authors implemented these models in their writings.
For instance, Micha Josef Berdyczewski's 1899 story "Me'ever Lanahar" (Across the
River),>? presents a literary depiction of the Talush. The protagonist, a traditional,
educated Jew named Natanel, is torn between the old world, depicted by the Jewish
ghetto, and the new secular world that looms across the bridge. Tempted to cross the
bridge, metaphorically and physically, he encounters the new world and its secular
teachings, leading to an inner unresolved conflict.

Moshe Shamir’s "He Walked Through the Fields,">*' which later became a
popular Israeli movie, represents the model of the new Herzlian Jew. The story depicts

the life and death of Uri Khana, a handsome and physically able young man, who joins
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the Palmach as the 1948 war begins, eventually dying in battle as a Zionist martyr. Thus,
Uri represents the model of the Herzelian Jew: modern, physically strong, and dedicated
to his people, who eventually dies while defending his country. However, as critics argue,
Shamir utilizes Uri's figure as the myth of the fallen soldier to create, through literature, a
potent national myth.3?? Shamir also depicted the figure of the New Jew in his book With
His Own Hands, discussed later.

Hence, as historians and literary scholars argued, the concept of the new Jew
existed in literature and reality, often with the former influencing the latter. Frequently,
models such as Berdyczewski's Natanel, who depicted the talush, or the Zionist radical
approach, depicted the hardships of young diasporic Jews while speaking to many young
Jews who were experiencing the difficulties of negotiating modernity and their Jewish
heritage. These models both depicted their lived experiences in literary form while
strengthening their new identities.

Although the concept of the New Jew was first conceived in the diaspora during
the fin de siécle, it truly came to fruition in Mandatory Palestine and later Israel, as
manifested in the youth model known as the Sabra. Deriving its name from the prickly
pear (Tzabar) to symbolize the perceived duality of masculinity, tough on the outside,
while tender on the inside.>?3 The term Sabra was used to refer to “Jews born in Palestine
toward the end of World War I through the 1920s and 1930s...as well as immigrants who

arrived in Palestine as youngsters (alone or with their families) and were assimilated into
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the same milieu.”>?* Their education, primarily among the ranks of the Hashomer
HaTzair (The Young Guard) socialist youth movement and the Kibbutzim, solidified
their connection to the left-leaning labor movement and mainstream Zionism. Factually,
the Sabra represented "a minority within a minority"; their cultural influence, mainly
through their portrayal in literature, far exceeded their actual numbers in society. Authors
and poets portrayed them as young, strong, and virile, spoke Hebrew, possessed a
knowledge of the land through travels, and had a native sense of supremacy.>*

There is a clear connection between the new Jew and the Sabra. The Sabra came
to represent the embodiment of the new Jew. As Yael Zerubavel and Nurith Gertz argue,
the New Jew, and later the Sabra, were envisioned as rewriting Jewish history in their
ancestral land, drawing parallels to historical myths such as the fall of Masada, the
Maccabees, and David's battle against Goliath, as a form of mythmaking harking back to
the days of Jewish glory and resilience.?

To Amir, the Sabra represented a continuation of diasporic Judaism, bearing its
weight. This depiction did not align with the youth-based model aimed at leading the
nation from Medinat Yisrael (the Israeli state) to Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel), as
promoted by the Young Hebrews and later by Amir. By introducing a literary model that
diverged from the typical portrayal of the New Jew, epitomized by the Sabra, Amir

sought to promote his vision of the kind of youth that could have led or might still lead

Israel to rightfully claim its position as a hegemonic force in the Middle East, while
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giving a voice to the lived experiences of those who did not conform to the Sabra model,
much like himself.

Noon as a Bildungsroman

Literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin explored the literary construction of protagonists in
novels. This includes the Ordeal novel, in which the protagonist undergoes a series of
trials, emerging as a transformed figure, and the travel novel, where the world changes
around a relatively passive or static protagonist, as seen in Herzl’s A/tneuland and
Voltaire’s Candide. According to Bhaktin, the biographical novel typically evolves
within a historical context that shapes the characters, who in turn shape the world. This
genre often features psychologically complex characters with inner conflicts and a
mélange of positive and negative traits. Lastly, the Bildungsroman genre, a German term
for an educational novel, is also commonly referred to as a coming-of-age story. The
novel is usually centered around a young protagonist as they face moral, social, and
philosophical challenges that shape their personal
development. According to Bhaktin, this development represents a change in the novel’s
chronotope, as it portrays the character’s development through time and historical
development. In contrast to the travel romance, the protagonist in the Bildungsroman
evolves in a changing world, often embodying this change. 3%’

Noon's story belongs to the Bildungsroman genre. Noon is part of what Bhaktin
refers to as an "individual emergence," in which the protagonist experiences a breaking
point or points, overlapping historical turning points, based in real historical time. For

instance, in Shamir's novel, Uri dies, fulfilling the Zionist myth of the fallen soldier and
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the survival of the Zionist mission with the birth of his son, while Berdyczewski's
Natanel stands at a historical Jewish turning point, moving from old forms of Jewish life
into modernity. For Noon, the turning point comes with the violence of the 1936 Arab
uprising, which calls him to take action.

Noon: A Report on a Wasp as a Young Man

Amir began writing the first installment of the Noon trilogy in 1966. However, when the
1967 war began, he focused solely on his political and journalistic endeavors while
continuing to edit his popular literary quarterly, Keshet. On March 2, 1969, only a few
months before the publication of Noon, he wrote in his private journal:

My internal and external obligation to complete the novel Noon. That urging
feeling that if you will not accomplish this now, and if only for your weakening
strength... and in due time...there will never be anything as important in its
personal meaning and with an objective meaning to it...Not as an editor, not as a
translator, not as explaining and preaching to a belief or principles that
simultaneously seem both anachronistic and futuristic (even more so than twenty
or twenty-five years ago), but simply as a creator. Mediocre, very mediocre,
lagging behind the waves of plays, songwriting, the undressing (Hitartelut),>?® the
trumpetism (Hahtsotsranut),’?® and the avant-gardism in all its forms, yet
something distinguished in its own expression, a statement uttered in
completeness, and with a sense of validity, of reliability, even a sort of
‘relevance.’>%0

Amir's 1955 first novel, And Death Shall Have No Dominion, was well received as it was
later translated into French. However, he remained unsatisfied, feeling that he had not yet

produced a work that truly reflected his personal beliefs. While Amir argued that Noon

528 By that, Amir refers to the act of writers exposing their innermost thoughts and
emotions to their readers to gain notoriety. Amir perceives this practice as degrading and
unsuitable for writers.

329 Amir uses the sounding of trumpets as a metaphor for how writers traditionally
adhered to conventions as if they were paying homage to a newly crowned king. This is
also reminiscent of the ancient Jewish custom of sounding the Shofar to demonstrate
allegiance to a new king.

330 Aharon Amir, “Journal 1949-1994,” 92.
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would not overtly champion his ideology, referring to that of the Young Hebrews, Noon
contradicts this assertion, very much serving as a vehicle for Amir to propagate his
ideology.

Amir named the first book in the trilogy “Noon or A Report on a Wasp as a
Young Man.” The protagonist’s name and the book’s title allude to Amir’s vision of
Noon’s role as a model for the new Hebrew, as well as the book’s reference to the 1967
war. The name “Noon” is derived from the Biblical figure of Joshua Ben-Nun, the leader
who succeeded Moses and led the Israelites into the Promised Land, conquering it from
the Canaanites. This connection is divulged in the second installment of “Noon” when
Noon names his son Joshua, thus naming him Joshua Ben-Noon (Joshua, the son of
Noon). The choice of a figure such as Joshua served Amir’s vision of the need for a
strong leader who could battle and conquer new territories.

The book’s subtitle, "Report on a Wasp as a Young Man," reflects a further
connection to the book of Joshua. In the Bible, the hornet, or wasp, is mentioned three
times as a protector of the Israelites and as one who aided them in their conquest. In
Joshua 24:12, God speaks through Joshua to the Israelites, stating, "And I sent the hornet
before you, which drove them out before you, the two kings of the Amorites; it was not
by your sword or by your bow.">3! In Exodus 23:28, God promised Moses on Mount
Sinai, "I will send the hornet ahead of you to drive the Hivites, Canaanites, and Hittites
out of your way."3? Additionally, in Deuteronomy 7:20, Moses promises the Israelites

that if they follow God's rules, they will inherit the land, announcing, “The Lord your

531 Joshua 24:12 (NIV).
%32 Exodus 23:28 (NIV).
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God will send the hornet among them until even the survivors who hide from you have
perished.”>33
Hence, the protagonist's name and the book’s subtitle already allude to the
character of Noon. For Amir, Noon would act as a model of the figure sent to assist the
Israelites in colonizing Canaan. According to Amir, Israelis in 1967 were unwilling to
assume their role as a hegemonic force in the Middle East; the model and myth of the
biblical Israelites, who conquered, held their territories, and spread their culture to the
neighboring peoples, were able to. Noon would be the modern personification of this
myth.
The book begins with the portrayal of Noon’s origins. The opening paragraph
reads:
Noon was born in a little village in the mountains, whose soil is heavy and black,
and its houses are hunched and black, about a three-hour donkey ride from the
closest city. The details of Noon’s childhood and upbringing are somewhat vague,
and he himself did not like to recall them ...Until the age of eleven, so they tell,
Noon walked barefoot, and his feet did not know the form of a shoe. The bottom of
his feet was stiff from shuftfling through the winter’s mud and in the summer’s dry,
crunchy, thorny dust during his childhood years. His father claimed that the village
children needed to get used to walking as the surrounding Arab children did, or as
the people of the land walked during biblical times.>3*
The introduction sets the context that shaped Noon's upbringing. First, it is essential to
note that he was not born in a Kibbutz, which is associated with Socialist Zionism, but in
a privately owned Moshav, thereby distinguishing him from the Sabra. The fact that the

reader only knows little about Noon's upbringing both exemplifies an early trauma, where

Noon suppressed his early childhood as a psychological defense mechanism, and mirrors

%33 Deuteronomy 7:20 (NIV).
534 Aharon Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, (Masada Publishing,
1969), 7-8.
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Amir's own childhood, which he rarely discussed, preferring to maintain his self-imposed
identity as a Hebrew. The fact that he walked barefoot relates to the unmitigated
connection between a Hebrew and the land, through physical exploration of the land, as
promoted by the Young Hebrews as an important tenet of youth education and an idea
also promoted by Zionist ideology. Lastly, Noon's father believed that Hebrew children
should resemble Arab children, which underscores the connection between the two
groups, sharing a common primordial heritage, as well as the Jews of the Second Aliyah
who imitated Arab dress and customs.

After the exposition detailing Noon’s birth and early childhood, the story shifts to
his upbringing in an agricultural labor family in the Galilee region of northern Israel. At
the time, Noon is between fourteen and fifteen years old and is depicted as short, with
bristled curly hair and freckles, the opposite of the new Jew considered handsome and
physically able. At school, Noon harbors hatred for his schoolmates, his teachers, and his
brother Boaz, who abuses him. At the end of the school year, Noon's teacher informs him
that nothing good will come of him. In response, Noon retaliates by throwing a rock at
the teacher’s head, injuring him in the process, before fleeing to commence his journey to
adulthood.’®

Comparing Noon’s origin story to another famous Israeli youth-based novel,
Moshe Shamir’s With His Own Hands, exemplifies the differences in character
composition and ideological furnishing.>3¢ Moshe Sahmir’s "With His Own Hands" tells

the semi-biographical story of his brother, Eliyahu, and his upbringing, culminating in his

%3% Noon Or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 8-10.
536 Moshe Shamir, With His Own Hands, The Ben Yehuda Project,
https://benyehuda.org/read/27956, (Accessed 9.21.2024, 10:00 A.M.).
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eventual demise during the 1948 war. The book is considered an Israeli classic, with its
highly memorable opening sentence: “Elik was born from the sea.”>3’

Gershon Shaked argued that Elik represents the new Jew, embodying the desires
of his parents and the Zionist movement to create a new Jewish model in Eretz Yisrael
severed from his diasporic and weak existence. Shamir portrays Elik as a strong,
handsome figure, dedicated to his parents' Zionist aspirations. Shaked suggested that this
portrayal was a continuation of the new Jew, detached from its diasporic roots yet still
connected to them in a longer historical trajectory.>*® Although Israeli readers celebrated
Elik's portrayal as a hero and a model for youth, Dan Miron suggests that his character
was overly simplified to fit into an ideological narrative that overlooks the horrors of war.
339 Phillip Hollander further supports Shaked's argument that Elik's portrayal was
oversimplified, as he, in fact, exhibited psychological tensions and unresolved struggles
that existed among the youth. Furthermore, Hollander argued that Elik's death in 1948
acted as an escape from the psychological burdens placed upon him.>*

Thus, Noon and Elik present very different models. While Elik has a traditional
Kibbutz upbringing, portrayed as handsome and strong, and eventually fulfilling his
parents' and the Zionist movement’s greatest myth of the fallen soldier, Noon is anything
but that. He is described as short, bristle-haired, and freckled, growing up on a Moshav,
not a Socialist Kibbutz, and actively defying authority. In opposition to Elik, who dies in

battle, Noon chooses to escape after a cowardly attack against his teacher, as he uses a

537 Shamir, With His Own Hands, 1.

38 Gershon Shaked, Modern Hebrew Fiction, (Indiana University Press, 2000), 165.

%39 Dan Miron, Arba Panim BaSifrut Halvrit Bat Yameinu, Ben-Yehuda Project, 1975,
https://benyehuda.org/read/23496#ch 11814, Accessed 9/9/2024.

540 Phillip Hollander, “Beyond Martyrdom: Regarding Shamir’s With His Own Hands,”
Hebrew Studies, Vol. 49 (2008): 259-277.
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stone and not his bare hands, making his escape into the heart of Israeli modernity, Tel
Aviv.

After escaping, Noon finds work on a farm in Hadera before eventually moving to
Tel Aviv. In Hadera, he falls in love with a girl named Geula (redemption in Hebrew),
who describes him as distant, cold, and hard. This description further sets him apart from
the Sabra, who literature often portrays as good-hearted and light-spirited. After saving
some money, he relocates to Tel Aviv.>#!

In opposition to many Hebrew youths who joined youth-based movements in the
Kibbutzim during the 1930s and 1940s, Noon sets forth into the heartland of Hebrew
modernity, Tel-Aviv, aptly named “The First Hebrew City.” As Barbara Mann argues,
Tel Aviv exemplified Jewish modernity, particularly in contrast to Jerusalem's religious
character or the Labor Zionist ethos of the Kibbutzim. Tel Aviv, Mann argues, became a
form of personification of Ahad Ha’Am’s cultural Zionism, as a modern space that
represented cosmopolitanism. As part of the Zionist enterprise, to create a New Jew
meant to create a new space, one that fitted its cosmopolitan nature.>+?

Amir’s Tel Aviv borrows this notion of modernity and the creation of a new man
while fortifying its difference from the Kibbutzim and agricultural settlements. Noon
escapes his family farm to reinvent himself as part of his bildungsroman coming of age.
While his former home, which he views as backwards, is left behind, Tel Aviv becomes

the space where he recreates himself as a New Hebrew far removed from the Labor

Zionist influences of his family’s agricultural settlement.

541 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, p.7-22.
542 Barbara E. Mann, A Place in History: Modernism, Tel Aviv, and the Creation of Jewish
Urban Space, (Stanford University Press, 2006).
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In Tel Aviv, Noon rents a rooftop apartment and, as part of the modernist theme,
takes employment as a construction worker. This stresses his departure from his former
home again, and in that, his former life. In a way, Amir utilizes the Zionist maxim "we
came to the land to build it and be built by it” (72 N12771 N112% 78X 1R2), but in a
completely different manner in which Noon both helps build the new city and is built by
it as the modern space facilitates his ideological and political path. In Tel Aviv, as
discussed later, Noon meets diverse figures, mainly critical of the Zionist enterprise, and
eventually carves out a political path distinct from his family’s. It is no coincidence that
Amir took a similar path, departing from his family’s Socialist Zionist politics.

Thus, while Israel and the Yishuv have traditionally relied, and still do, on
Palestinian labor, as a laborer, Noon envisions a new approach to Hebrew labor, not in
the orange groves or the fields of the Kibbutzim, but in the active construction of a
modern city in opposition to the agricultural settlements. Hence, the move to Tel Aviv
signifies another defining feature of the new Hebrew. The figure is closely tied to
urbanism and modernism, rather than joining the left-leaning Kibbutzim movement or
agricultural labor, both of which would have followed a labor Zionist path. By rejecting
the trajectory expected by their parents and the labor Zionist movement for the youth, the
new Hebrew chooses a new path, forgoing the Labor Zionist dream of an agricultural
society in favor of the cosmopolitan nature of Tel Aviv, a secular, more politically open
society when compared to Jerusalem and the agricultural settlements.

One evening, Noon returns from work and decides to meet his friends at the

cinema. As he gets dressed, Amir once again describes him as a "well-built youth (Naar
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Mutsak), not tall, bony, diligent, taciturn, stubborn, and introspective,">*} further
highlighting his departure from the traditional image of the Sabra. On the way to the
cinema, Noon contrasts his independent, modern life in Tel Aviv with the remote,
traditional Galilee, where his family and friends live. He arrives outside the cinema,
meeting his friend Gershon and his partner Ada. Amir depicts the two as sabras through
their use of slang, such as Hevreman (a Hebrew term meaning someone friendly), which
Ada sarcastically comments on Noon’s behavior. She then offers him sunflower seeds, a
pastime activity associated with the Sabra image. As they stand outside the cinema, a
British police raid unfolds to apprehend illegal immigrants, in which a young British
officer with a rubber-covered baton approaches the group, asking for Gershon’s ID.
Despite not being politically affiliated at this point, Noon deeply resents the British
occupation, and when the officer approaches, he seizes the baton, striking the officer on
the head before fleeing.>**

The attack serves as an important bildungsroman turning point, prompting him to
become politically active. When justifying the violence against the British policeman to
himself, he harks back to Hebrew myths, thinking about the biblical story in which Moses
struck down an Egyptian guard who was striking a Hebrew man. He justifies his attack
by claiming he sought to defend his people from the British occupation, which he
compares to Jews living under Egyptian rule. He continues to meditate about the violence
enacted against his teacher, thinking to himself: “All I wanted was to walk alone in my

own path without any favors from anyone, just to be strong and free.”>*> Noon wants to

%43 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 23.
544 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 23-29.
%45 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 30-35.

219



fight for his people, yet at this point, he does not want to be affiliated with any political
body, acting as a non-conforming lone wolf.

As Noon becomes more politically active, he attends a “parliament” on
Rothschild in Tel Aviv, where men from all walks of life sit to debate politics. The
people argue about the “Arab problem,” the war between Italy and Habash (also known
as Abyssinia, located between the northern part of Ethiopia and Eritrea), the transfer of
Jews from Germany, Hebrew labor, and worker strikes. He feels that he found his home
among the debaters that he describes as including everyone from “settled
homeowners...unhinged youths, haters of Zion, angry pimps, dreamers of Malkhut
(statehood), ochrey Yisrael (a term used to describe those who are against the idea of a
Jewish state), and visionaries.”>*¢ For Noon, this lackluster group exemplifies the
freedom he sought to argue and advance his vision for the removal of British occupation,
a core concept in the Young Hebrews ideology.

After the parliament, he meditates on the characteristics that those committed to
revolutionary political action, mainly those committed to overthrowing the British,
should hold. He stresses the importance of "self-reliance, shrewdness, thoughtfulness,
secrecy, ruthless or restrained aggressiveness, as depending on the situation, aggressive
and erupting or hedgehog-like selfishness and constant and monastic vigilance.">*” This
realization marks another Bildungsroman turning point, as Noon's evolves into a Hebrew
Homo Politicus, an individual striving to maximize their political power by adopting a

ruthless persona.>*® Furthermore, this marks the "coming of age" for Noon, as he

%46 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 44.

%47 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 46.

548 Aaron X. Fellmeth and Maurice Horwitz, "Homo politicus," In Guide to Latin in
International Law, (Oxford University Press, 2009), Accessed 9/20/24.
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transitions from a young adult to the model of the new Hebrew: ruthless, violent, and
uncompromising in his battle for his people.

During a halt in construction work due to the Second Italian-Ethiopian War, Noon
returns to his parents' home, where he acquires a gun from an old Arab acquaintance,
Salih. As he returns to Tel Aviv, news arrives of two Hebrew truck drivers killed by Arab
rioters, and he joins an angry crowd. Fueled by an urge to avenge, he connects his new
gun to his political activity.>* The chapter then abruptly ends with a paragraph portraying
emotional detachment in which Noon utters: “I killed a man. A sanitary worker or
something like that. Who even knows? Some Arab... I killed a man, a Horani. The first
but not the last...there will be more, for sure...I killed a man.”>>° The murder completes
his transformation as he becomes an instrument of political violence.

This scene bears a striking resemblance to Albert Camus’ The Stranger, in which
Meursault, A French settler from French-occupied Algeria, also kills an Arab. After
being attacked on the beach by two Arabs, who remain nameless, Meursault returns to the
beach to confront them. However, when shooting the Arab, Meursault also remains
detached, focusing on the sun hurting his eyes and the heat, only describing it as: “My
whole being tensed and I squeezed my hand around the revolver. The trigger gave; I felt
the smooth underside of the butt; and there, in that noise, sharp and deafen-ing at the
same time, is where it all started. I shook off the sweat and sun. I knew that I had
shattered the harmony of the day...”>>! All Meursault cares about was the fact he ruined

the day’s harmony. Even in the trial after the shooting he still feels nothing, calmly

549 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 54-62.
%50 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 69.

%51 Albert Camus, The Stranger, (Vintage International Publishing, 1989), 59.
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testifying, “I had shot the Arab as I planned. I had waited. And to make sure I had done
the job right, I fired four more shots, calmly, point-blank- thoughtfully, as it were.”>>?

Both Meursault and Noon feel a sense of detachment as they murder unnamed
Arabs, not only taking their lives but also dehumanizing them while depriving them of
any recognition or empathy. Furthermore, they are both considered colonizers: Meursault
as a Frenchman in Algeria, and Noon as a Hebrew in Mandatory Palestine, showing that
their violence is not only an individual act carried out by two lone wolves, but an
extension of colonial violence imposed on the colonized. Lastly, this is a pivotal moment
for both figures, Meursault finally receiving the solitude he desired as he sits in his jail
cell, and Noon's complete metamorphosis into an instrument of political violence,
actively avenging the death of the murdered truck drivers. Therefore, the act of murder
serves not only as a turning point but also reinforces the characters' detachment and aids
them in achieving their objectives at the expense of the murdered Arabs.

A few days later, Noon begins a job at a new construction site. On the way to
work, he asks a worker if anything new happened. The worker replies that he heard that
two Arabs were shot in an orchard by Salama Street in Jaffa, and another said it happened
in Kfar-Saba. To strengthen the Bildungsroman structure, Amir places Noon in the
backdrop of the killing of Hassan Abu-Rass and Salim al-Masri, two banana plantation
workers whom the Irgun murdered as retaliation for the killing of three Jewish men on
the road between Nablus and Tulkarem on April 15, 1936.3%3 As Noon hears the news of

the murder, he mumbles to himself, “It begins.”>*

%52 Camus, The Stranger, 99.
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As Noon arrives at his new job site, the 1936 riots begin. He sees an Arab mob
attack and evacuates everyone in his vicinity into an empty building, as he draws his
pistol and runs into the street. He sees a building ablaze and rushes inside, beating an
Arab youth over the head to rescue an old Jew hiding in the closet. Amir portrays the
hiding Jew as a religious Jew, frail and scared, who can only mumble the prayer Shema
Yisrael. This is a crescendo moment for Amir as he faces his new Hebrew as the savior of
the old, frail, diasporic Jew who can only pray and comments on the uselessness of the
underground defense groups in defending their people.

On his way home, Noon fantasizes about creating a group of fighters who will
beat the Palestinians and present the following demands: to surrender the murderers of
the Jews near Tulkarem, to seize and hand over the Mulfti, referring to Mohammed Amin
al-Husseini, the Palestinian nationalist leader during the Mandate period, and leaving the
British to the “care” of the Hebrews who would overthrow their imperial rule. Using
Noon to promote the ideology of the Young Hebrews further, Noon argues that the Arabs
will quickly realize how good the Hebrews are doing for their land and join them, asking
to live in peace with them under Hebrew tutelage. Noon imagines the Palestinians to be
so overjoyed that they offer him a wife to wed, a pretty villa, and the loveliest orchard.>>

The last chapters end with Noon reflecting on his journey from Galilee to Tel
Aviv and his character as a young man. Amir uses these chapters to further meditate on
the figure of the new Hebrew and its differentiation from the Sabra. Noon remembers
how Gersohn and Ada called him a lone fox, thinking,

So what? There are all kinds of people. There are even people like himself, that
regular things mean nothing to them. Not even a regular friendship with a boy or a

555 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 119-126.
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girl. Not built for that, as they say. What, to stand in a gang at a street corner

eating sunflower seeds together and laugh at girls walking by or going together to

the beach to sit and sing (Amir counts here a few known Hebrew songs sung by

Sabras - O.K)...and laugh like it is the first time you heard it? Is that what we

want?3%
The use of sunflower seeds, which Amir brought up earlier, and singing together on the
beach, both common pastimes for Sabras, are employed to stress the ideological and
psychological differences between Noon, as the model of the new Hebrew, and the
Sabras. Amir then directs this derogatory discourse at the socialist left, which Noon
argues cares only about universities, kibbutzim, and banks, and “Ohel Shem,” a cultural
center in Tel Aviv affiliated with the Ashkenazi Left, established in 1929.5%7

The book ends with Noon, now on his way home, as he comes across a group of
children with dark complexions,>*® and the idea to burn down a nearby cafe arises. When
realizing it is Arab-owned, Noon happily joins the group advocating to burn more Arab
houses in Jaffa. When a British patrol car approaches, a swarm of hornets, alluding to the
book’s title, emerges and attacks the British officers while Noon fires his gun into the air,
yelling boo.3°

Set against the backdrop of the 1936 Arab riots, a pivotal moment in the Yishuv's
history, Noon's journey took him from an agricultural village in the Galilee to the heart of
Hebrew modernity, Tel Aviv, as he transformed from a non-conforming young man into

a politically violent lone wolf, ready to kill for his beliefs. Through the format of the

bildungsroman, Noon transforms alongside the state, as it descended into violence,

%56 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 128.

%57 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 132-133.
558 Amir refers here to Mizrahi children (O.K).

%59 Amir, Noon or a Report on a Wasp as a Young Man, 135-145.

224



forever changing the relations between Jews and Palestinians. In this regard, Amir sought
to construct a model of the new Hebrew, one that was fit to inherit the land and capable
of fulfilling the requirements to make the Hebrew state a hegemonic force in the Middle
East. Amir’s own reflections on Noon's character further support the claim that he sought
to create a model of the new Hebrew.

In the book’s blurb, Amir described Noon’s figure as coming of age during the
1936 Arab riots, stating “days in which the protagonist, a young boy from a village in the
Galilee... striving towards his life’s purpose and knowing himself. In a way, the
characteristics of the Hebrew underground members are portrayed through the boy Noon;
in a sense, he carries the characteristics of the ‘Totalitarian man’ appearing in different
parts of the world in our generation."3%

In that, Amir described Noon as portraying the characteristics he found in other
figures of the Israeli right, which included figures such as Etzel's leader Avraham Stern,
and Amir's close university colleague and friend, Eliyahu Bet-Zuri, a Lehi member who
was hanged in Egypt for partaking in the assassination of Lord Moyne, the British
Minister of state for the Middle East, in November of 1944,

For Amir, it was those figures who represented the new Hebrew man, mainly Bet-
Zuri, that declared during his trial in Egypt, “let me make it clear to the court: my ideas
are not Zionist ideas. We do not fight to uphold the Balfour Declaration...In our country
England is a stranger who does what she wants...” he went on to say, “When an English
policeman clubs a Hebrew young man in the street in Jerusalem in nineteen thirty nine

and leaves him dead ‘that is the law.””>°! For Amir, Bet-Zuri was not only a close friend
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he would spend time with in Jerusalem as a young student, but a model for the new
Hebrew who was not a Zionist, nor did he fight for a country bestowed by the graces of
the British overlord, but for the future of a Hebrew state. Furthermore, while Bet-Zuri
described an attack of a British constable on a Hebrew youth, Amir turned the story on its
head, with Noon beating down the British constable, avenging his people’s pride.

The notion of the ‘Totalitarian man,” which Amir used to describe Noon, was
born out of the crisis at the turn of the century and the harsh conditions of World War
1.°%2 Models of the Totalitarian men could be found in totalitarian states, including
Lenin’s Communist Russia, Mao’s Communist China, Hitler’s Nazi Germany, and
Mussolini’s Fascist Italy. The idea of Mussolini’s new Italian man closely aligns with the
concept of the Totalitarian Man, as depicted by Amir. From the mid-1920s, Mussolini
aimed to shape a new man who would revolutionize Italian society and, in turn, help
transform Italy into a Fascist state. He would “transform the Italian people: their habits,
way of life, mentality, character, and ultimately, their physical appearance. Eventually,
the regime aimed to create a new type of resilient and determined individual, a
fighter.”3% In this vision, children and youth played a crucial role in reshaping Italian
society, particularly in revolutionizing culture.’%*

Unsurprisingly, the concept of the New Hebrew bore similarities to the new
Italian Man, as both aimed to mold a new type of person to revolutionize society.

Furthermore, the idea of the New Hebrew shared commonalities with Italian Fascism, as

the young Hebrews were captivated by it, particularly Amir in his youth, as mentioned in

%2 Alessio Ponzio, Shaping the New Man: Youth Training Regimes in Fascist Italy and
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previous chapters. Both Mussolini and the Young Hebrews distrusted those born before
the Fascist revolution in Italy and those born in the diaspora. Mussolini believed that
Liberalism had tainted those born before the revolution who were beyond reform. >
Similarly, the Young Hebrews believed that the weak diasporic Jewish existence had a
corrupting influence on those born in the diaspora.

Literary critics, journalists, and scholars analyzed Amir's first installment of the
Noon trilogy, focusing on his portrayal of the protagonist as rooted in the historical
context of Mandatory Palestine and subsequent Israel, as well as on the protagonist's
nonconformity and ties to Amir's and the Young Hebrews’ ideology.

Historian of the Young Hebrews’ movement, Yaacov Shavit, argued that in the
story, Amir depicted a figure that existed in the Yishuv, the unexplored figure of the
underground Right-leaning protagonists in Hebrew literature. Furthermore, Shavit argued
that Noon was a prime example of the Homo Politicus, a figure that devoted his life to
politics and violence, arguing that he "defies any authority while striving for direct
action,"">66
Journalist Ephrat Faians reviewed the book, noting that it marked Amir’s return to
Israel’s literary scene following the publication of his debut novel. However, his return
held a more profound meaning as she argued that “This return is also connected to
Amir’s path as a political figure and a publicist and did not intend to raise the past using a

literary form per se but has a more tangible meaning with this act,”¢” alluding to his
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fusion of ideology and literature. She noted that Noon’s figure did not resonate with most
readers due to his stubbornness and violent temper. She related this stubbornness to the
trope of Jewish stubbornness and noted that Noon was not a “golden boy,” straying from
the usual portrayal of the Sabra as a literary figure, standing in stark contrast to the
archetype.

Literary scholar Hillel Barzel, whose research focused on Hebrew youth, argued
that Amir willfully created a reduced figure, unintelligent, and relatively simple,
comparing it to Miguel de Cervantes’s literary construction of Don Quixote. This
reduction of primitive, yet highly effective when action was needed, meant that Amir
fashioned Noon as “a weapon through which the invaders are expelled from the land.”>®
Lastly, he argued that Amir poured his ideology, shaped by his past with the Young
Hebrews, into the character of Noon.

All three critics examined Amir’s portrayal of the new literary model, Noon, and
correlated it with his political engagement. Unlike Uri, the celebrated protagonist in
Shamir’s He Walked Through the Fields, the epitome of the Sabra model, Noon
represented a different kind of protagonist, one that existed in the Yishuv and later in
Israel: the Right-Wing, non-conforming antihero. In 1989, Amir would revisit Noon’s
story, portraying him as an adult and a patriarch.

In 1989, Amir released the third installment of the Noon series, titled Noon 67: A

Report on a Man as a Planted Tree.’® In the trilogy’s final part, we find Noon Hatzor,
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his last name now revealed, as a settled family man. He is married to Serah, named after
Jacob’s granddaughter, and is the father of Yehoshua, Avshalom, and Ehud. After being
part of a Right-wing underground group during the 1948 war, Noon works now in

Israel’s Border Police, while his eldest son, Yehoshua, serves in Israel’s Armored Corps.

The book begins with a Biblical quote from Psalm 1:3, “And he shall be like a
tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season; his leaf also
shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.”>’® While in the first installment,
Amir depicted Young Noon as a hornet, forty-five-year-old Noon is now represented as a
tree, its roots firmly planted in the ground, enjoying the fruits of his labor.

The opening scene portrays the Hatzor family gathering following the passing of
Noon’s older brother, Boaz. The family is extensive, and Amir introduces a multitude of
new characters as they dine and converse about the deceased. The main topic of
discussion centers on a piece of land in the Golan Heights, which Israel recently
conquered, and Noon believes it would be an excellent place to settle. This scene
establishes the book's tone as Noon repeatedly advocates settling in the newly occupied
territories.

In the subsequent scene, set further back on May 14, 1967, Israel’s Nineteenth
Independence Day, Noon and his immediate family sit in a cafe to discuss his youngest
son, Ehud, and his upcoming IDF draft date. They also discuss Noon’s role in the
military. Noon elucidates to the family why he enjoys working for the border patrol,
emphasizing that “half of our people are Druze, Circassians, and Bedouins... there are

also many immigrants...but we do not have almost any Kibbutz members, or British

570 Psalm, 1:3 (NIV).
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Army Veterans, or University graduates, or Palmach veterans.”>’! In that, Noon stresses
the corps's diversity. As evening falls, Noon receives news that Nasser has sent Egyptian
troops to the Sinai and is called back to base.

Noon returns to his company's base, situated between the Manor and Peqi’in
mountains in northern Galilee, surrounded by a sizable Druze population and near the
northern border. As his platoon and he tour the area to prevent any infiltrators from
crossing into Israel, Noon's thoughts drift to reflections on his past and his relationship
with his father. He recalls his father's desire for their family to settle in Mishmar
Ha’Yarden, a Jewish settlement established during the first Aliyah in 1890. His father
had expressed a wish to be near the Jordan River, yet Noon recalls that his father “really
wanted to live on the other side. In the Golan Heights. With those who settled there and
grew crops in Bnei-Yehuda.”>”?

Mishmar Ha’Yarden and Bnei-Yehuda were two Jewish settlements that were
abandoned by their inhabitants and resettled after the 1967 war. Mishmar was attacked by
the Syrian Army and abandoned on June 10, 1948, during the 1948 war.>”* Between 1913
and 1920, the settlers of Bnei Yehuda abandoned it following a series of infant deaths and
attacks on the settlement. In incorporating both settlements into the narrative, Amir
utilizes the narrative to normalize the settlements as an unquestioned extension of Israel,
erasing the acts of conquest and displacement.

Later that night, as Noon lies in bed at the Army base, he reflects on the tales his

father shared about his service in the Trans-Jordan Frontier forces as a Jewish soldier
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under British command. Noon reflects on the connections between his work in Magav
and his father's work in the Trans-Jordan Force, two forces that combined Jews, Arabs,
and other minorities to defend the country. In that, Amir relates Noon’s work to his
ideology regarding the need for a minority pact in the Middle East as well as highlighting
the long trajectory connecting his family, and as extension, Israel to patterns of
cooperation between Jews, Arabs, and minority groups in the region.

Historian Yehuda Slutsky argues that the Trans-Jordan Frontier forces,
established in 1921, consisted of Jews, Arabs, and other minority groups, such as Druze
and Circassians, collaborating to defend the borders of Mandatory Palestine. However,
many Jewish volunteers eventually left, expressing concerns about their diminishing
representation within the force and feeling marginalized by the British, who treated them
as natives and not of European descent.>’*

Before falling asleep as Noon speaks to himself, he describes the sense of
detachment, which Amir also portrayed in his critique of the 1948 war, experienced by
many who fought for it. Noon says that he knows something big is about to happen, yet
he is unsure if he will be part of it. He is afraid that he has dedicated his life to
establishing this country, yet he constantly feels left out even though he feels he was one
of the people who “made history”>’® by fighting to overthrow the British and later in the
1948 War.

Although in Amir’s second installment of the trilogy, Noon is actively involved in

the fight to establish the state, he still feels detached and stands outside the hegemony.
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That thought leads Noon to reflect on the names he and his wife chose for their children:
Yehoshua, named after Yehoshua Ben-Noon, a conqueror of the land; Ehud, named after
Ehud Ben-Gera, a judge who ruled the Israelites and assassinated the king of Moav
during the Judges period; and Absalom Ben-David, named after the rebellious son of
King David, as well as after Avshalom Feinberg, one of the leaders of Nili, a Jewish spy
network operating during the Ottoman period. In this regard, these names were a
deliberate choice to exemplify the need for rebels and figures standing outside the
hegemony as catalysts for creating a new Hebrew society.

In the following chapter, as Noon and his team prepare to patrol their perimeter,
Noon engages in a conversation with his Arab colleague, Shafik. Both express frustration
that the people of Israel, whom Shafik refers to as idiots, are being distracted from their
duties as citizens by fearmongering. However, Shafik blames the government rather than
the people. Looking out into the darkness, Noon concurs with Shafik, citing the content
of Israeli and Arabic radio broadcasts as evidence, as they are bombarded with updates
about the U.N. and coffee commercials. However, if someone turns the dial to Cairo’s or
Damascus' news, they hear “The army marching band, calls to fight, songs. And what
songs, Yidbach Yidbach.’’° Is it any wonder everyone is wetting their pants?...and it is no
wonder that they already eulogize Israel abroad?”>”7 Shafik contends that Israel will
punish Arab countries beyond their worst dreams.

Amir employs two main literary and ideological strategies in this passage. Firstly,

he utilizes an Arab character to voice the ideals he regarded Palestinians should embrace
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after reconnecting with their ancient heritage as Hebrews. This includes fostering a
patriotic sentiment towards Israel, akin to the patriotic feelings American immigrants
have towards the U.S. As previously discussed, Amir employed a similar approach in
some of the stories he published and edited for the Young Hebrews' publication, A/ef.
Secondly, the chapter advances Amir's argument, prevalent in post-1967 Israel, that Israel
fails to assume a dominant role in the region and is, therefore, more likely to cede control
of the annexed territories.

As Noon and his team patrol their sector, a Syrian force ambushes them, and
Noon narrowly escapes death when a captured Syrian soldier attempts to detonate a
hidden grenade near him. When returning to base, Noon learns that Nasser has declared
the closure of the Straits of Tiran, claiming as he did in 1936 when the riots started, "This
is war... now it is certain.">”8

The book’s third part, Besugar (In a Cage or Caged), unfolds between May and
June 1967, focusing on Yehoshua, Noon’s son, as he joins his platoon in the Armored
Corps. Yehoshua and his fellow soldiers discuss the potential impact of an upcoming war
on Israel. The soldiers display animosity toward Levi Eshkol, Israel’s Prime Minister
from 1963 to 1969, and intense admiration for Ben-Gurion, whom they perceive as a
more authoritative figure. They debate how Eshkol allegedly withheld the use of
airplanes and tanks during the Independence Day parade so as not to provoke the Arab
states, reportedly objecting to the “vegetarian” nature of the event. Yehoshua, voicing
Amir’s beliefs, argues that Ben-Gurion’s departure from politics and Israel’s constant

calls for peace, a term he views as lacking any meaning, led the world to view Israel as
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weakened and vulnerable. He concludes by arguing that Israel’s repeated efforts for
peace have only made it a target for aggression.>”’

In April 1967, Eshkol announced that, due to the cease-fire agreement with
Jordan, the traditional Independence Day parade scheduled for May 14 in Jerusalem
would not include tanks or planes to comply with the agreement prohibiting aircraft from
entering Jerusalem's airspace without prior authorization. This decision drew criticism
from the right-wing opposition, who compared Eshkol's leadership unfavorably to Ben-
Gurion's.’® Uri Avnery humorously dubbed the parade a "mini parade."%! Although the
parade did proceed in Jerusalem, the absence of tanks and planes led to heavy criticism of
Eshkol, with many accusing him of showing weakness in the face of the Arab world. On
May 12, 1967, Eshkol defended his decision, arguing that those who disparaged the
parade were inadvertently aiding the enemy and questioning his opponents' commitment
to statechood (Mamlahtiut) as envisioned by Ben-Gurion.*?

Once again, Amir skillfully used his characters to convey his beliefs. As
mentioned earlier, Amir often argued that talking about peace without a clear plan of
action would inevitably lead to further conflicts. In this case, Yehoshua, Noon's son,
expresses this perspective, illustrating the transfer of ideology from father to son.

Furthermore, using the Bildungsroman structure, Amir integrated the real-life

Independence Day incident to portray the perceived vulnerability of Israeli leadership
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during 1967, a significant factor in the post-war decisions that faced criticism in Israel
during April 1967.

In June, as the war begins, Yehoshua is injured during a battle. While recovering
in the Army hospital, the Army is eager to commend him. However, he feels
undeserving, reflecting on how his injury had connected him to a community of war-torn
soldiers. Yehoshua realizes he feels detached, and the only solution to this detachment is
a career in the military, where he forgoes himself, imagining himself no longer a person
but a tank.>®3 Just as his father was detached until he became an instrument of
nationalistic violence, through his gun, so did the son transform himself into a weapon, a
tank, to end his detachment. Just as Amir did in his literary critique of 1948, he engages
in a critique of hereditary generational violence. However, while in 1948, it was the
Hebrews fighting an unjust fight for the creation of a Jewish, and not Hebrew state, in
1967, it was part and parcel of the price that the citizens needed to bear for the creation of
the greater land of Israel.

A month later, as the family celebrates Yehoshua’s discharge from the hospital,
Amir reveals the full extent of Noon's ideology as a literary means to convey Amir’s own
ideology. Noon informs the family about his visit to the Golan Heights along the Syrian
border, describing it as empty and highly suitable for settlement. His brother Boaz
believes it is an excellent place to settle in and praises the Druze who inhabit it as
"Gvarim al-Hakeifak" (Great men, a phrase mixing Arabic and Hebrew). In response,
Noon expresses his desire for Israel to allow settlement for anyone who takes on the yoke

of Israeli citizenship, including young Druze and other minorities from the Middle East.
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Noon furiously argues that Israel does not understand the magnitude of the 1967 war,
saying:
The trouble is that we still do not understand what a great thing happened to us, that
now we no longer Just some small and scared country of pioneers and beggars in
the Middle East, but since we are occupying the canal and the Jordan and the
plateau, only two hours from Damascus, with the best air force in the region and
with the strongest army in the area, Our whole status in the world is different, and
we can dictate the conditions for both war and peace.*%*
Noon further enrages, yelling at his brother that the Jewish people are so used to beatings
and failures that it is much more difficult for the Israelis to accept victory claiming, “no
one makes sure to instill this nation with the feeling that it won one of the most incredible
victories in history, that it deserves this victory, that it is a strong and great nation, and that
the power it offers to the nation presents a possibility and a right - a duty! - to do all kinds
of things that never occurred to us before.” 3> Noon relates that the post-war defeatist
attitudes dominant among Israelis stem from the experiences of diasporic Jews, arguing it
is ““They, all those who carry this hunchback of exile with them.” He reasons that this
psychological baggage impacts the younger generations and that Israel should detach itself
from the traumatic Jewish past, and that educating the youth with such tainted heritage may
lead to Israel's eventual failure as a regional force.
Lastly, Noon relates to the family some of the sentiments Israeli Arabs,
Palestinians, and Druze expressed as he observed in the post-war period. This includes
Northern Arab and Druze villages, who greeted Israeli soldiers while waving the Israeli

flag. Children in East Jerusalem expressed joy at seeing Israeli soldiers, and weddings in

Beit Lehem featured traditional Arab singers singing songs praising Moshe Dayan. While
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acknowledging that this was not representative of the majority, Noon argues that Israel
should work to foster these positive sentiments among Palestinians and Israeli Arabs.38¢

In 1967, many Palestinians and Israeli Arabs viewed the outcome of the war,
including Israel's territorial gains and subsequent occupation of said territories, as a pivotal
and tragic moment in their collective history, yet also as a catalyst for increased resistance
against Israeli occupation.®®” However, some Arab Israeli citizens also expressed support
for the outcome. For example, Hamis Arbid, a member of the Jaffa Arab Committee, wrote
to Eshkol on Independence Day, congratulating him on the Jerusalem parade and
expressing hope that Israel would uphold freedom of religion after the war. Muhamad
Hasan, the head of the local council in what was then the village and is now the city of
Mashhad, congratulated Eshkol on Israel's victory in the 1967 war, offering "warm and
heartfelt congratulations on the stellar victory of the Israel Defense Forces.">%8

In the book's final chapters, Amir further uses Noon as a literary surrogate to
articulate his views on what Israel's post-war measures should have entailed. Noon
proposes that Israel should assert sovereignty over the occupied territories and offer
citizenship to all residents of those areas, under the condition that they renounce their
previous non-Israeli citizenship and become citizens or receive reparations and depart.

Additionally, Noon argues in favor of a congress composed of the inhabitants of the

Occupied Territories, as a means to dismantle the country's separatist attitudes. Lastly, he
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stresses that prioritizing equal opportunities for all citizens should take precedence over all
other considerations.>®

This section of the book represents Amir’s own vision for the future of the Middle
East. As argued earlier, one of Amir’s visions for the Greater Land of Ever resonated the
notion of Republicanism based on the American model. Here, the new inhabitants of the
land are not forced to relinquish their religion but to place their new nationality, as
Hebrews, in the foreground of their identities. This resonates with the American notion
where one can belong to any religion or ethnicity as long as it does not supersede their civic
commitments.

The book ends in 1986, when Noon and his family, now living in the Golan Heights,
where Noon is growing cattle, hinting at the Occupied Territories as the new Hebrew
frontier, gather for Boaz’s funeral. Noon meets some of his old friends from the
underground paramilitary groups he fought with during 1948, and feels he is completely
detached from his past, as now he has completed his dream and settled in the Golan
Heights. The book ends with Serah, his wife, promising him that at his funeral, the eulogies
would be short.>

While literary scholars and critics welcomed Amir's third installment of the series,
noting Noon's integration into Israeli society as a well-respected IDF commander and
family man, they also held divergent and critical opinions regarding the book's literary
merits and the implications of Amir's prevalent ideology that pervaded the book.

Celebrating Amir's portrayal of Noon, literary scholar Abraham Hagorni-Green

viewed Noon as a heroic figure arguing that Amir had departed from the anti-hero
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archetype and instead presented a true hero by his core values and direct action. He further
argued that against the backdrop of the First Intifada, the Palestinian uprising of 1987, Amir
aimed to “return to a meaningful past and connect it to the present and the future.”>°! Lastly,
he argued that Noon was an authentic literary figure, symbolizing the end of the Hebrew
Tlishut (Detachment), and as an authentic Right-wing figure that had not been accurately
portrayed in Hebrew literature before.

Hebrew author and literary scholar Reuven Kritz concurred with Hagorni-Green’s
interpretation of Noon 67, asserting that Noon embodies the Israeli Macho, serving as an

“Anti-detachment hero’>%2

who was absent from the traditional Hebrew literary canon.
Kritz pointed out that the majority of Hebrew literary figures were Left-leaning Palmach
members, making Noon a stark contrast to the dominant Hebrew protagonist archetype.
Israeli poet and author Herzl Hakak argued that Noon's family represents the
realization of the Hebrew family, liberated from its diasporic origins, and "established a
dynasty of a Hebrew family." He further contended that it "embodies the essence of a novel
Hebrew tribe." Lastly, he argued that Amir's representation of Noon’s settlement in the
Golan Heights envisioned "a way to realize the original vision of the birth of a new Hebrew
nation, assimilation with the Arab and Druze inhabitants of the land.”>%3
However, it is important to note that all the critics explored above, as well as others,

argued that the book strongly emphasized Amir's ideology and politics to the point of

absurdity. Aviad Raz, a sociology professor at Tel Aviv University, suggested that when
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Noon spoke, he essentially articulated Amir's political manifesto, completely dominating
the book. He further argued that Amir portrayed Noon as a rebel, but in reality, he was
more of a "doll that recites manifestos.">** Hagarni-Green and Kritz both argued that Israel
never seriously considered Amir's proposal to implement governance over the Palestinians
in the Occupied Territories or to grant Palestinians full Israeli citizenship with all its rights
and responsibilities. However, regarding the Palestinians, Hakak argued that Amir never
addressed the challenges and complexities of his ideology, particularly the idea of
encouraging Palestinians to embrace Hebrew identity and how to reconcile Hebrew and
Palestinian identities, if at all.>*> In a way, Amir never fully reconciled this tension.
Hence, in 1969, two years after the Six-Day War, Amir released the first part of the
Noon trilogy, aimed to depict the protagonist as a visionary figure who would establish a
new Hebrew State, separate from its Jewish diasporic past and as a leading force in the
Middle East. In 1989, on the backdrop of the First Intifada, he published the final
installment of the trilogy, Noon 67, portraying him as a family man rather than a detached
anti-hero. This character embodied Amir's vision of living in the occupied Golan Heights
as a modern Hebrew pioneer among Arabs and Druze, espousing his ideology as a
manifestation of Amir's beliefs. Through this portrayal, Amir sheds light on a lesser-
explored archetype in Israeli society and literature: the new Right-leaning Hebrew man
striving to find his place in a predominantly Left-leaning Israeli society. However, it is

important to note that this portrayal of Noon as an aggressive, hyper-macho figure, as
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critics argued, exemplified only one segment of the political right, one that Amir
envisioned, or hoped, could fulfill the desire to retain the Occupied Territories at all costs.

Through Noon's story, Amir also told his own, as a figure who began on the
periphery of Israeli society during its inception and gradually gained acceptance from 1967
onward, as Israeli society became more receptive to his ideas. However, it was not Amir
who changed, but rather Israel, which gradually shifted to the Right Wing. This transition
reached its peak during the 1977 election, when the Right-wing Likud party emerged
victorious and has remained in power to the present day. Amir would next turn to further

advance his notions of a minority pact, working closely with Lebanon’s Maronites.
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Chapter 7: “Streams from Lebanon”: Amir’s Minority Pact (1972-1984)

If you hear this, believe it! Anyone who has known Lebanon in its
suffering and hardship, and in those brief moments of renewed spirit,
knows how strong the vitality of this land is, in all its mobilized
communities, how great its aptitude for life, and its endowment for
persistence... It perhaps reminds Carthage, for example, before the Punic
Wars.>%

As discussed in chapter five, the 1967 War reinforced Amir’s and the Young Hebrews’
political imaginaries regarding the Greater Land of Ever to new heights. While the newly
conquered territories presented prospects regarding Israeli expansion, Amir argued that
Israel must cultivate a non-Muslim minority alliance to achieve regional hegemony. The
relationship Amir fostered with the Maronites best represents this notion. However, the
“discovery” of non-Muslim or non-Arab minorities in the Middle East and the thought
that they might be potential allies was not a new idea that emerged only after 1967, but
dates back as far as the pre-state period, exemplifying its importance in Israeli
geopolitical strategy.

From the 1970s onwards, Amir actively worked towards a non-Muslim minority
pact, with the Maronites as its primary partner, which, in 1975, as the Lebanese Civil
War began, became a central focus of his political efforts until 1983. Thus this chapter
argues that to achieve his goal, Amir intertwined political pursuits with literary and
cultural endeavors, manifested through his poetry about Lebanon and the creation of an
intellectual-literary-philanthropic networks with prominent Israeli and Christian

Lebanese figures such as the Israeli poet Haim Gouri, Lebanese poet and linguist Said
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Akl (pronounced ‘Aql), Maronite intellectuals May and Alfred Murr, and the ideologist
of the Guardians of the Cedar militant group, Abu-Arz.

Historiography paid little attention to informal relations, and the few who did
tended either to focus on security-related arguments or to treat the Israeli-Maronite
relations as an overstated anecdote. Against this interpretation, this chapter argues that
informal relations were part of a larger Israeli policy. In particular, the notion of a
Zionist-Maronite pact looms large in discussions surrounding Israel’s 1982 invasion of
Lebanon as a form to fortify Israel’s reasoning behind the invasion.

Historian Elie Podeh argues that Israel was not politically secluded in the Middle
East but rather actively cultivated secretive, formal, and informal relations with minority
groups and Arab states from its inception. This approach dates to the pre-state period,
particularly from 1917 onward, through the informal development of ties with regional
minorities such as the Lebanese Maronites, the Kurds, and the Egyptian Copts.
Nevertheless, Podeh contends that this strategy was marked by what he terms a
“concubine syndrome,” whereby relations with Israel were necessarily secretive and
temporary, grounded in the existence of shared enemies, and shaped by Israel’s
preference for relations with states over minority groups.®” This is further supported by
Strategic Studies scholar and intelligence expert Yossi Alpher, who argues that Israel has
advanced a “periphery Doctrine” since the 1950s onwards, meant to create informal

relations with various groups in the Middle East to battle Arab hostility. This included
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secret relations with Iran’s Sha, the Kurds in Iraq, as well as Berber communities in
Morocco, and the Lebanese Maronites, among others. While Alpher argues that this
doctrine was a success, it remained informal and was kept as a closely guarded secret,
mostly among Mossad members.>*®

However, some scholars, such as historian Laurie Eisenberg challenge the
importance of non-formal relations between Israel and the Maronite Christians of
Lebanon, arguing that “Mandate memories may have perpetrated a sense of familiarity
and even friendship with the Maronites, but Israel was largely unmoved to action by the
biblical and cultural arguments for a Jewish—Christian alliance.”**® Eisenberg finds the
Israeli-Maronite relations to be overstated in studying Israel’s geopolitical standing,
arguing that these relations were an anecdote with little to no real effect on Israel’s
foreign relations.

This chapter seeks to challenge this statement. As far as intellectual history goes,
Amir’s case runs contrary to the attempt to marginalize the Zionist-Maronite alliance.
Furthermore, while most scholars have focused on this alliance’s strategic arguments, the
idea of informal cultural relations remains relatively unexplored. Thus, this chapter aims
to highlight the importance of cultural and philanthropic networks with the Maronites as

an alternative yet vital means to facilitate long-standing relations between Israel and non-

Muslim minorities in the Middle East, and to explain the rationale behind this alliance.
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However, it is important to note that this chapter does not view the alliance as a self-
evident political and cultural success but as a project that both enabled and constrained
relations with non-Muslim minorities. Furthermore, these relations functioned to
marginalize both Muslims and Palestinians from the prevailing geopolitical discourse of
the period.

Typically, informal cultural and intellectual networks subvert state hegemony
through cultural, social, and intellectual work, as seen in student unions that opposed the
Vietnam War, women's coalitions composed primarily of people of color, and workers'
unions. In contrast, while Amir's networks were of an informal character, his work sought
to strengthen Israel's drive to become a hegemonic and interventionist force in the region,
while building a larger non-Muslim coalition to battle Arab nationalism. Hence, his
motivations went beyond security concerns. Although operating initially from the
political margins, Amir's work in Lebanon eventually coincided with Israeli aspirations to
become a regional power while subverting Palestinian and Arab nationalism.

From 1975 onward, when the Second Lebanese Civil War began, Amir began to
focus on his political, cultural, and philanthropic activities through informal networks
toward the Lebanese, mainly the Maronites. This work manifested through the founding
of The Israel Public Committee for Aiding Lebanon (IPCAL), which sought to support
the struggle of South Lebanese Christians in their battle against the PLO.%% In 1982, as

Israel was setting its eyes on clearing PLO activities from South Lebanon, Amir

600 "Bylaws for The Israel Public Committee for Aiding Lebanon,” August 18, 1976, The
Israel State Archives, The Aharon Amir Collection File 000aztp.
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established Interaction - The Lebanese-Israeli Committee for Friendship and Commerce,
which aimed to foster both financial and cultural ties between the two nations amidst the
context of Israel’s military operations in Lebanon.®®! Although accepted by parts of the
Israeli political circles, such as the architect of the 1982 war, Minister of Defense Ariel
Sharon, Amir’s notion of a non-Muslim minority pact ended in disillusionment with the
Sabra and Shatila Massacres and his defamation among his former Lebanese allies.

This chapter will begin by providing an overview of Maronite history and the
long-standing history of Israeli-Maronite relations, dating back to the 1940s. It will then
explore Amir's earliest cultural and political interventions in support of Maronites living
in Israel, working to return the displaced Maronites to their villages. Thereafter, the
chapter will explore Amir's work in philanthropic networks in 1975, on the backdrop of
Lebanon's civil war, to assist South Lebanon's Maronites and in 1982, as the Lebanon
war began, in a culturally oriented network that integrated Israeli and Maronite poets,
authors, and military figures, to further support his vision of a regional minority pact.
Lastly, the chapter concludes with Amir's eventual disillusionment with Israeli-Maronite
cooperation.

Maronite History 4" Century — 1940s

The Maronite community is a Christian denomination of Syriac origin. It traces its

roots to the fourth-fifth century, with the arrival of Maron, a Christian monk, and the

€01 rInteraction: Lebanon-Israeli Council for Friendship and Development - Activity
Board,” The Aharon Amir Collection, Gnazim Archive, Box No. K-352, Symbol 87812,
Item No. 257658.
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Mardaites, an early medieval Christian group from the Nur Mountains. These
foundational associations, particularly that the Maronites predated the Muslim conquests
in the sixth and seventh centuries, were critical in distinguishing the Maronites from their
Arab-Muslim surroundings.5%? This distinguishing factor led many Maronites to view
themselves as the historical and cultural elites in Lebanon, further driving their need to
retain hegemony within the state. The post-World War I era further shaped the political
landscape for the Maronites when the League of Nations granted France a mandate over
Syria and Lebanon in 1920, which lasted until 1943. This mandate furnished the
Maronites with crucial political, cultural, and military support, positioning them as

603

potential leaders within the newly emerging state of Lebanon.

Early Zionist-Maronite relations (1920-1937)

In 1920, the state of Greater Lebanon, also known as French Lebanon, was established
under French colonial rule. In a 1932 census conducted by the French authorities, the
Maronite community represented 30% of the total population.®®* However, there was a
growing concern among Maronites, who viewed themselves as the political and cultural
elites, that this demographic might be altered by the formation of a secretariat state. This

concern, combined with the political marginalization of Jewish communities in the
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Middle East during the 1920s-1930s, mainly due to escalating hostilities directed towards
Jews by Arabs in Mandatory Palestine, stimulated both Maronite and Zionist to consider
forging a strategic alliance based on minority status, leading to various agreements and
interactions between the two groups.

For instance, a 1920 agreement between the Maronites and the Yishuv, advanced
by Yehoshua Henkin, a Zionist leader, and Najib Sfeir, a Maronite leader, sought a
minority alliance that would recognize a future sovereign Jewish state in Eretz Yisrael
and a Maronite state in Lebanon. %% Another example is the 1937 lateral cultural and
economic plans by Eliahu Epstein (later Eilath), a member of the Political Department of
the Jewish Agency, and Alfred Naqqgache, future prime minister and head of state under
the French Mandate who co-founded the political periodical La Revue Phénicienne with
Crom. The two sought to create an informal, culturally oriented group named The Israeli-
Lebanese Friendship Association. According to Eilath, the association was “striving for
social, cultural, and economic understanding and cooperation between Eretz Yisrael and
Lebanon.”%% The second notion was Naqgqache's idea to use Litany River water for
irrigation and electricity generation by constructing a dam that would serve the needs of

both states.%’

605 Laura Eisenberg, My Enemy’s Enemy. Lebanon in the Early Zionist Imagination,
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Although Naqqache and other Maronite figures, such as Crom, advanced the idea
of an alliance, it is important to acknowledge that the vast majority of Maronites opposed
formal relations with the Yishuv and later with Israel to maintain amicable relations with
the Arab world.®*® Essentially, both Zionists and Maronites sought to enhance or retain
their social or geopolitical standing in the region, and thus, the relations remained mainly
informal. While this approach would remain the major opinion among the Maronites,
figures such as Amir envisioned that a primordial connection might enhance the standing
of non-Muslim minorities, end Israeli insularity and the potential, yet imagined, threat to
the Maronite Christian rule, leading to the eventual establishment of a Greater
primordial-based (Hebrew) nation in the Middle East.

Hence, while scholars often argued that the connections between Jews and
Maronites did not produce any practical implications, the long-standing relationship tells
a different story. While formal relations were somewhat divorced from particular
implications, informal relations played an essential part in enabling connections between
Israel's and the Maronites' hegemonic aspirations as non-Arab entities in the Middle East.

Although the idea of a regional minority pact predated Amir and the Young
Hebrews' ideology, appearing as part of the Yishuv's pre-state agenda, it would be the

connection between the Young Hebrews' Hebrew ideology and the imagined Land of

608 Mordechai Nisan, The conscience of Lebanon: a political biography of Etienne Sakr
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Ever, as well as the Young Phoenicians' ideology of their primordial connection that
predated the Muslim conquest that would solidify the connection between both groups.
While Amir's fascination with the Maronites began as early as the 1940s, when he
worked in Lebanon, and the idea of a minority pact with Maronites and other minorities
in the Middle East appeared in his writings in the 1950s and 1960s. It was only in the
1970s that he fully shifted his focus to working with the Maronites on a minority-based
pact. This intellectual journey began by addressing Maronite concerns within Israel.

Hebrewism and Phoenicianism (1940s-1960s)

In their effort to preserve a non-Muslim, non-Arab identity, many Maronites were
drawn to the concept of Phoenicianism, claiming an ancestral, primordial Phoenician
heritage. Historian Franck Salameh describes Phoenicianism as an idea developed by an
early twentieth-century group of young Christian-Lebanese, mainly Maronites. This
group included notable figures such as Charles Corm, an author, businessman, and
philanthropist; Michel Chiha, who co-authored the 1926 Lebanese Constitution; the poet,
playwright, and linguist Said Akl; and the poet and historian May Murr.%%° The
movement argued that Lebanese people are the direct descendants of the Canaanite-
Phoenician mariners of antiquity, who acted as cultural forerunners of modern

civilization. In that, the Young Phoenicians, a modern nationalist movement, used their

609 Franck Salameh, ““Young Phoenicians’ and the Quest for a Lebanese Language:
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primordial past to imagine a modern non-Arab identity. To create this primordial-modern
hybrid identity, as scholar of nationalism Anthony Smith argues, the Young Phoenicians
created a collective identity based on “A myth of common descent, historical memories
and a mass culture, and possessing a demarcated territory.”®!? The Young Hebrews
similarly drew upon an imagined Canaanite past to distinguish themselves from the
growing direction of Jewish insularity in Mandatory Palestine and later Israel.

Hence, both Young Hebrews, Amir's group, and Corm's Young Phoenicians
sought to counterbalance Jewish insularity and Arab Nationalism, respectively, by
highlighting their primordial, yet imagined, cultural and social origins. Furthermore, both
groups consisted mainly of artists and intellectuals, including poets and authors. For
instance, like Amir and the Young Hebrews, Corm was instrumental in editing and
publishing the periodical La Revue Phénicienne (The Phoenician Review), a periodical
that showcased the artistic as well as political and ideological works of prominent
members of the movement, resembling Amir’s editorial work for the Young Hebrews
periodical Alef %!

The significance of the Maronites as a potential ally lies in the connections they
share with the Young Hebrews, particularly their imagined historical narratives, as

2612

“subjective antiquity in the eyes of nationalists, as argued by Benedict Anderson, as

619 Antony D. Smith, “The Myth of the ‘Modern Nation” and the Myths of Nations,”
Ethnic & Racial Studies Vol.11, no. 1 (1988): 9-10.

611 Franck Salameh, Charles Corm: An Intellectual Biography of a Twentieth-Century
Lebanese “Young Phoenician” (Lexington Books, 2015).

612 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (Verso, 2016), 5.

251



well as seeking to differentiate themselves from their Arab-Muslim surroundings, and
their literary and cultural productions. Consequently, the Young Hebrews and Amir
regarded the Maronite community as a potential ally within their envisioned Land of Ever
and as ideological collaborators.

Bi’rim and Iqrit (July-August 1972)

In July 1972, Amir commented on the challenges and hardships of Israel’s Maronite
community. He wrote an article for Be 'Eretz Yisrael, the right-wing Gahal party’s
publication. The article addressed the predicament of the displaced Maronites and Greek
Catholic Arabs from the villages of Bi’rim and Iqrit, which were occupied during the
Hiram operation in September 1948, and its inhabitants expelled. In November 1948,
Israeli officials promised the displaced return, a promise they failed to keep. These
villages held meaning for Israelis, given that before and during the 1948 war, the
villagers did not support the Arab League and welcomed Israeli soldiers, often offering
hospitality, food, and shelter. From 1949 onward, the displaced took part in a legal battle
against their expulsion, supported by factions in Israel, such as numerous artists and
writers.0!3

On July 23, 1972, discussions in the Israeli government concerning the potential
return of the displaced took place, with Defense Minister Moshe Dayan acting to reverse

the emergency regulations that prohibited the villagers from returning or visiting their
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homes. Following extensive discussions on the matter, the government eventually
rejected the proposal for their return, arguing that it endangered Israel’s security and may
create a desire by all displaced Palestinians to return to their homes. The government’s
decision provoked significant public outcry, primarily among Israeli intellectuals, a
reaction that concerned the government more than localized protests from the displaced

communities.®!*

On the same date, Amir wrote an article named “Bir’Im, Iqrit,”®!">

criticizing
Israel’s treatment of the displaced Maronites. He argued that while Israel contends that
the return of the villagers would enhance requests by Palestinians to return, it must take
into consideration the historical connections between Hiram, the first king of Tyre, and
King Solomon, as well as the shared linguistic and cultural legacies both people shared.
Amir critiqued the hypocrisy of Israelis who argued that the displaced Christian faith
should not play a significant role in the debate, mainly when considering Israel's favored
treatment of the Druze community.®!® He then leveraged his argument, stating that
returning the displaced would signal to other minorities, mainly Christian, that Israel
could be a valued ally in a minority-based regional pact.5!’

However, Amir was not the only Israeli author who critically engaged with

Bir’Im and Iqrit’s displaced population, as many intellectuals on the left advocated for
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the cause. For instance, on August 2, 1972, a group of poets, authors, and intellectuals,
including Abba Kovner, Moshe Shamir, Haim Hefer, and Dahlia Ravikovitch, met with
Prime Minister Golda Meir to assess the issue of the displaced Maronites.®!® They based
their arguments in favor of the right of return on Israel's moral obligation to the
displaced, mainly due to their support of Israel.

Hence, while the majority of Israeli support for the displaced Maronites revolved
around Israel’s moral obligation, Amir set himself apart by arguing that Israel should
facilitate the return of the displaced out of enlightened self-interest, a philosophical
notion promoted by thinkers such as Hobbes and Mandeville. By doing that, he believed
that Israel could improve its relations with the Maronites across the border, leading to an
eventual regional-based minority pact and enhancing Israel’s geopolitical standing in the
region. However, it is essential to acknowledge both Amir’s and other cultural figures'
lack of acknowledgement of a moral obligation towards displaced Muslims. Here, to a
certain extent, self-interest and a selective moral compass shaped the limits of Amir’s and
the other cultural figures' arguments, leaving the moral obligation towards the displaced

Muslims largely unaddressed.

Lebanon’s Civil War (Spring 1975 -May 1976)

In the spring of 1975, Lebanon was sinking into what would become a fifteen-year-long

civil war. This conflict pitted the PLO-supporting Lebanese National Movement (LNM),

618 Ryan, “Refugees within Israel, 67.

254



led by Druze leader Kamal Jumblatt, against the Maronite-based Phalange group, also
known as the Kataeb party, established by Pierre Gemayel in 1936. During that time,
Lebanon was facing significant social, financial, and political problems, mainly due to an
internally weakened and divided government. Furthermore, the intense debates
surrounding the Palestinian question and the future of South Lebanon further increased
clashes between religious-political factions, leading to the conflict. As Lebanon
descended further into violent denominational conflict, Amir regarded the Lebanese
president at the time as a major protagonist in exacerbating the political divisions.

During the conflict between 1970 and 1976, Suleiman Kabalan Frangieh was
Lebanon's President. As president, Frangieh's tenure was marked by his efforts to mediate
among the various religious and political factions. However, the commencement of the
Lebanese Civil War in 1975 marked a turning point in his administration. In response to
the ongoing conflict, Frangieh led a concentrated effort to reduce Maronite influence in
government. Furthermore, he hailed Syrian intervention, particularly as it aligned with
the Palestinian cause during the conflict. Simultaneously, this period also witnessed
increased military engagements, including attacks by Palestinian forces against Israel
along its northern border, further complicating the regional political undercurrents.®”
As aresponse to the escalating situation in Lebanon, Amir turned to poetry to

inform Israelis of Frangieh’s actions, viewing them as harmful to both Israel and the

Maronites.
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On March 26, 1976, he penned a political poem entitled “Suleiman Frangieh,
President,”®?° in the Israeli media, reflecting his views on the president by condemning
him.

Sleiman Frangieh, President,

A weak man who pretended to act,

an old man, stubborn and crooked,

In the bouquets the alleys of Paris,

In pajamas and a silk robe in the morning,
and the thundering of shells for breakfast,
and a bullet and a dagger until destruction.
A weak man who pretends to act
And to carry his cross, the cross of Maron,
Until both are pierced together into the cedar tree
That is in Lebanon,
And they are bound together to him...%?!

The poem begins with a repeating line at the beginning of each stanza: “A weak man
who pretends to act.” In that, Amir critiques Frangieh’s weak leadership and his
pandering to outside influence, mainly Syrian. Amir described Frangieh’s image as
decorated in “In pajamas and a silk robe in the morning,” juxtaposing the richness of his
wardrobe in a country where many of its citizens live in dire poverty against the backdrop
of a nation in conflict, as indicated by the "cannons roaring." Amir argued that while
Frangieh pretends to be the bearer of the Maronite cross, in truth, he worked to weaken
the Maronites’ political and social position. Amir condemns him, arguing that he will
ultimately face the scorn of the Cedar tree, a symbol of “true” Lebanon, rooted in its

ancient Phoenician heritage.

620 Aharon Amir, “Suleiman Frangieh, President,” Histanenut: Poems (Carmel
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Frangieh, president,

in the province of Hiram and Sidon,

he escaped from his palace on Mount Tov...

Who will redeem the Cross of Maron,

who will rebuild the crumpling sukkah of Solomon
who will rise for the sukkah of David,

who will save Zedekiah-Judah...5??

Here, Amir reminds Frangieh of his Phoenician heritage by referring to him as
“president in the region of Hiram and Sidon,” a title that highlights values, such as
kinship with the Hebrews, that Frangieh is failing to uphold. Lastly, Amir points to a
crisis of leadership by stating, “Who will redeem the Maronite cross? Who will raise the
succah (hut) of Solomon?” In this regard, Amir emphasizes the Maronites' need for
stronger, historically informed leadership to enhance their cooperation with Israel. The
poem ends with the hopeful statement that fire will emanate from the cedars, representing
Lebanon’s Phoenician heritage and those who guard it, the Guardians of the Cedar militia
group, who will annihilate the “human weaklings” who contribute to Lebanon's
demise.?

Here, Amir once again combined art and ideology, demonstrating their interplay
in his work. The poem drew the attention of Haim Gouri, an Israeli novelist and poet with

whom Amir collaborated in the 1967 Movement for Greater Israel, leading him to work

with Amir on a new political-cultural venture. However, poet and critic Moshe Ben-Shaul
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was far less impressed by this mélange, arguing “Here, his poetry invaded his journalistic
and political articles, and they became a unified whole (Miksha).” *624

The Israel Public Committee for Aiding Lebanon (June 1976-October 1976)

As Lebanon was amid a civil war, in June 1976, Shimon Peres, Isracl's Minister of
Defense, established the Good Fence policy. This initiative allowed Southern Lebanese,
primarily Christians, to cross into Israel to receive free medical treatment and additional
assistance. Designed to improve relations between Israel and the Christians of South
Lebanon, to fortify Israel’s standing in South Lebanon, this policy also exposed many
Israelis to the realities of the civil war. However, as Journalist Ehud Yaari argued, the
Good Fence was only a temporary solution, meant more as a publicity stunt than an
actual solution to the question of who would rule South Lebanon and how.%*> For Amir,
this circumstance represented a unique opportunity to transform rhetoric into action.

A month later, Amir joined Israeli poet Haim Gouri and Elias Mattar, a Christian
Palestinian Arab, to establish The Israel Public Committee for Aiding Lebanon (IPCAL).

The group’s aim was “to provide all possible assistance to the victims [i.e., the
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contacted Amir “after he (Amir) published an open letter (the poem) to Frangieh.”
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the public was able to read the poem in real time. (O.K) Another mention of the poem is
found in “Maronites,” Davar, June 18, 1976, 17.
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Christians] of the war in Lebanon.”®?°A roundtable discussion, published in the Israeli
daily Yedioth Ahronoth on July 30, 1976, brought the initiative to public view. The
roundtable consisted of the aforementioned individuals, as well as Fadel Nasser, a
Maronite representative, and Ibrahim, a Baptist Christian, who focused on the necessity
of supporting Christians in Southern Lebanon and the ideological context surrounding
their mission. While the group sought to help the South Lebanese, they were mainly
focused on Christians, viewing the Palestinians of South Lebanon as a danger to both
Israel and the Christian communities.

Amir argued that historical and self-interested ties connected Israelis and
Maronites, a sentiment echoed by Gouri, who was inspired to join the cause after hearing
accounts of suffering in Lebanon from a Maronite friend. Gouri, who stated he was not a
“Canaanite” like Amir, yet shared his concern about Lebanon's devastation, predicting it
would endanger Israeli security since both communities shared political and cultural
detachment from the surrounding Muslim world. He and Amir debated the region's
future, distinguishing the geopolitical effects of a Middle East characterized by the
inclusion of non-Muslim minority groups and one dominated by Arab nationalism.
Nasser expressed the belief that Lebanon should remain sovereign but welcomed any
assistance. He reminded the readers of the dangers of Palestinian resistance, citing the

1974 attacks in Qiryat Shemona, in which eighteen Israelis, including eight children and
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five women, were murdered,®?’) referring to the terrorists as animals. Mattar,
implementing his positionality as a Palestinian-Christian, advised Palestinians in Lebanon
to refrain from involvement in local politics. The group shared accounts of hardship in
Lebanon and discussed the benefits of Israel aiding Lebanon’s Christians, including
gratitude, future cooperation, and strategic security advantages. Amir criticized Lebanese
leaders' collaboration with Syrian President Hafez al-Assad, who argued that a stable,
independent Lebanon is a more significant potential threat than Israel.5?® The discussion
concluded with a call for Israeli support of IPCAL's mission, leading to the

organization’s inaugural meeting in Haifa shortly afterward, where the group formally
outlined its objectives and plans.

On August 18, 1976, IPCAL met in Haifa to draft its bylaws, with nine founding
members, including Jews, Druze, Muslims, and Christian members. The document stated
that the group will not engage in non-humanitarian issues, that it will collaborate with
representatives of the Israeli government to secure funding, and that it will aid without
prejudice against religion, sect, or national affiliation. Furthermore, the committee would
seek to obtain food, clothing, and other necessities for the South Lebanese, aid in
transportation to hospitals, promote its goals through lectures in Israel and abroad, and

support like-minded groups. With the document signed by the nine members and
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witnessed by thirty-three attendees, IPCAL began its efforts to aid the South Lebanese
population. While the bylaws stated that the committee would extend its assistance to all
South Lebanese, the focus was on Maronites, as Israel's potential allies. %

Mattar was to serve as the group's chair, while Amir was to serve as the
information officer, responsible for fundraising and media visibility. Amir’s new position
included two fundraising trips, to Europe in September 1976 and the United States in
October 1977. An expense report from 1967 to 1977 shows that [IPCAL successfully
raised 63,269 Israeli Liras in donations, which the group used to provide essential
supplies, including food, concrete, mattresses, clothing, medicine, and coffins, for South
Lebanon.®° However, Amir’s work was most influential through his cultural and political
ties and networks in Lebanon.

Preliminary Bonds Across the Border (April 1977-March 1978)

An important factor in Amir's work in Lebanon was the informal network he established
with Lebanese Christians in the military, politics, and intelligentsia. This network
provided him with important Lebanese contacts and brought him closer to Israeli political

circles. An important figure in this network was Major Saad Haddad, a Catholic infantry

officer. According to his Israeli assistant, Bat-Ami Ha’Mizrahi, Haddad viewed himself
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“Not as an Arab but a Lebanese from a Phoenician descent.”®?! In 1975, Haddad defected
from the Lebanese Army to work closely with Israel, creating the Free Lebanon Army
and commending the Southern part of Lebanon, near the Good Fence, ironically named
Fatahland, to exemplify the PLO’s unofficial control of the region.%3?

According to Amir’s archives, he came into contact with Haddad after Haddad
read his articles and later translated Haddad’s speech as part of his work for IPCAL.%%3
Ha’Mizrahi’s recollection supports this claim. After she presented Haddad with translated
works relating to the Christians in Lebanon, of “an Israeli author with Canaanite
tendencies,”%* referring to Amir, his eyes shone bright, and he proclaimed, “You also
possess great historians!”%33 In this context, Amir served as a conduit for the expressions
and positions of prominent Lebanese Christian leaders as they sought further Israeli
support.

In April 1977, at a news conference held in Tel Aviv, the committee published a

letter by Haddad, entitled “What is Left but the Red Star of David?”%3¢ The emotionally
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charged letter was written a day before Haddad declared the creation of The State of Free
Lebanon (Dawlat Lubnan al-Hurra) in South Lebanon. This short-lived political
experiment was meant to carve out a section of Southern Lebanon for Christians that was
free of Palestinians and Shia rivals.5’

In the letter, Haddad stated that as the commander of the ‘Legal Lebanese Army,”
referring to the LSA, he must address the conscience of the world, regarding what was
occurring in South Lebanon by what he claimed were “Palestinians militants operating
with Syrian support.”®® He conveyed that despite hearing claims of Israel being
Lebanon’s enemy, he only experienced “help, friendship, warmth, and love” from
Israel.%*® He acknowledged that while many in Lebanon opposed any collaboration with
Israel, it is, nonetheless, the only body Southern Lebanese could turn to for support, as
only Israel, not even the Red Cross, was aiding the South Lebanese, asking rhetorically,
"where should we send our wounded, the women giving labor, and our old and sick?”¢4°
He argued that he speaks for all Lebanese, not exclusively Christians, as long as they
believe in freedom, specifically to Palestinians, “as long as they value the hospitality they

receive in Lebanon.”*! He concluded by expressing gratitude towards the Israeli

government, particularly acknowledging the roles of Shimon Peres and Yigal Alon, to
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whom the committee sent copies of the letter, in supporting and assisting the
Maronites. %+

The letter underscored the SLA’s and Christian-Lebanese’s enduring loyalty to
Israel and reinforced the pursuit of cooperation aligned with Amir’s vision of a minority
pact. However, it would be Israel's invasion of Lebanon in March 1978, as part of

"Operation Litani," that would bring to the Committee even greater opportunities to assist

the Christian minorities in South Lebanon.

Operation Litani and Cultural Intervention (March 1978-1979)

On March 11, 1978, a group known as the "Deir Yassin Unit," departed from Lebanon’s
Tyre port and landed at Ma'agan Michael beach along the Haifa-Tel Aviv coast. They
proceeded to open fire and kidnap two Israeli passenger buses, resulting in the deaths of
thirty-five Israelis and the injuries of seventy-one. In retaliation, Israel launched
“Operation Litani.” During the operation, the IDF invaded South Lebanon to target
Palestinian bases that threatened Israel, sweeping upwards towards the Litani River. The
operation ultimately fell short, as most Fatah and PLO members managed to escape

north, leaving the local population to bear the operation’s destruction.®*
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On March 21, 1978, at the conclusion of the Litani Operation, Amir published “A
Chance That Should Not Be Missed” in Yedioth Ahronoth.5** Amir argued that the
invasion was a critical turning point for Israel’s potential to become a hegemonic force in
the Middle East. Although Israel claimed it would refrain from forming military
governance in South Lebanon and only aimed to restore normalcy for Israel’s northern
citizens, Amir argued that this was insufficient. He encouraged a broader intervention
strategy, arguing that Israel should pledge to protect the lives of Christians and Shiites in
South Lebanon, to foster closer ties with these communities, counterweighing Syrian
intervention, and even striving for a peace agreement with Iran. To capitalize on this
opportunity, Amir suggested that Israel establish a national department for Lebanese
affairs.

On May 21, 1978, Amir sought support for a collaborative Israeli Lebanese
committee. He reached out to Lebanese Majors Shadiak and Haddad, who oversaw
operations in the Western and Eastern sectors of Lebanon, respectively, and IDF Major
Avraham Orly. The officials on both sides expressed a favorable attitude towards the
proposal. During the period from April to May 1978, authorities in Beirut actively
supported Amir’s proposal to establish a new committee composed of thirty Israeli and
thirty Lebanese representatives, including members from the Christian, Druze, and Shiite
communities. Recognizing the practical hardships of a large-scale operation during an

active conflict, Amir suggested forming an Israeli-Lebanese Chamber of Commerce to
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establish a tangible asset in South Lebanon. However, when Amir wrote a letter to the
Israeli Minister of Defense, Ezer Weizman, to advance his initiative, Weizman rejected
it 645

To reverse the disparaging decision, on May 26, 1978, Amir reached out to
Avraham Shekhterman, a former Etzel and Likud party member, to outline his ideas. He
suggested that the proposed committee should remain active even after the IDF’s
eventual withdrawal from South Lebanon. He advocated for engagement in “political,
propagandist, social, cultural, and even economic activities”%4 to improve cooperation
and mutual interests across the border. Despite the backing of both Lebanese and IDF
officials, the Israeli government ultimately declined to endorse his offer without
mentioning the reasoning behind their decision. However, Amir has not forsaken this idea

yet.

Lebanon: Land, People, War (Late 1979)

Turning once more to his political writing, in 1979, Amir edited and published an
anthology titled Lebanon: Land, People, War, which brought together Israeli and
Lebanese authors as well as his own writings. The anthology aimed to articulate a
coherent ideological and intellectual rationale to promote Israeli support for further

intervention in South Lebanon, based on historically based arguments. Once again, Amir
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addressed Israel's intervention in Lebanon, arguing that it should exceed mere security
concerns and strive to reconcile between Israel and Lebanon. %4

In his introduction, "The Land of Israel and the Land of Lebanon - A Shared
Fate,"%*® Amir argued that Israel and Israelis should support the freedom and aspirations
of the Lebanese Christian minorities due to a shared fate, as well as cultural affinities and
contributions to humanity, such as the invention of democracy and the alphabet that the
Phoenicians contributed to the world. To support his argument of a shared fate, Amir
pointed to a shared history, geographical proximity, and both Hebrew and Phoenician-
Lebanese resistance to Arab conquest and Islamization. He then turned to critique Pan-
Arabism, juxtaposing the Phoenician-Lebanese cultural openness with Pan-Arabism's
narrow-mindedness that sought to erase Phoenician heritage in the name of Arab unity.
However, he argued, most Israelis remain unaware of the similarities between the two
peoples, as their government only focuses on the connections when addressing security
issues. Informing Israelis about the shared history and fate of both peoples would foster a
stronger bond, forever cementing relations between the Lebanese and Israelis.

The anthology was another facet that Amir implemented to gather support for the
idea of a minority pact between the two peoples. The motivation behind writing it, he
argued, was to enrich Israeli perceptions of the connection between the two countries

beyond mere security concerns. Lastly, such an understanding, he argued, would enable
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Israel to proclaim its rightful position as a hegemonic force in the Middle East by battling
the insular attitudes of Israel and Arab nationalism.

Amir spent 1979-1982 working with IPCAL to facilitate help to the South
Lebanese, working on his prose, and publishing articles on various political and cultural
topics ranging from the state of Israeli isolationism, the Chief Rabbinate of Israel,
informing Israelis about Maronite factions in Lebanon, and even proposing a joint
settlement of Jews and Palestinians in Gaza.®* Unbeknownst to him, the outbreak of the
First Lebanon War would further facilitate and accelerate his political and cultural work,
this time in the heart of Lebanon - Beirut.

The 1982 War (June 1982)

The 1982 Lebanon war represented a turning point, bringing Amir’s idea of a minority
pact and Israel’s regional geopolitics closer than ever. Since his election in 1977,
Menachem Begin supported the concept of a regional alliance with the Maronites to end
the PLO’s stronghold on South Lebanon. Despite widespread criticism, Begin kept his
position. Following his re-election in 1981, he appointed Ariel Sharon, an IDF general, as
defense minister, who quickly advanced plans for an invasion of Lebanon. In December
1981, the Knesset reviewed Operation “Big Pines,” which sought to push IDF forces to
the Beirut-Damascus highway in collaboration with Maronite militias to eliminate PLO

strongholds. However, opposition from Knesset members to the plan prompted Sharon
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and IDF Chief of Staff Rafael Eitan to recognize the need to implement it gradually. The
casus belli for the invasion occurred on June 3, 1982, when Palestinian terrorists from
Abu-Nidal's group assassinated Israeli ambassador Shlomo Argov in London. Although
Abu-Nidal was a rival of Arafat and the PLO, this incident provided Begin with
justification to approve Sharon’s invasion plans. Among Sharon’s key objectives, aside
from dismantling the PLO, was the appointment of former Maronite militia leader Bachir
Gemayel as president. On June 6, 1982, IDF’s forces led by Sharon invaded Lebanon,
initiating the “Operation Peace for Galilee.”®

On June 5, 1982, Amir was at home when he heard IDF planes flying towards the
north. The following day, as Bettine and Amir traveled to Tiberias, where the couple
owned a house, they heard the news of Argov’s assassination on the radio, and Amir
reflected that he could sense the events to come. In an article published in Be Eretz
Yisrael, Amir questioned why the Israeli government did not inform its citizens of loyal
Maronite allies in Lebanon and why the presence of the PLO's bombardments did not
remind Israelis of their shared bond with the Maronites. A mere military solution in
Lebanon was futile, he argued, stating that it “requires thinking and recognition in the
political, ideological, and even social spheres...They require a certain consciousness of
national goals, which until now has not been one of the prominent qualities of the state of

Israel.”%3!
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A week later, Amir and the committee actively addressed the needs of Lebanese
injured by the war. On June 14, 1982, Amir reached out to Moshe Sanbar, who was then
leading The Economic Development and Refugee Rehabilitation Trust, an organization
with which the committee had previously collaborated, to request additional support.
Amir emphasized that the ongoing conflict created a greater demand for the committee's
services, mainly as many newly injured individuals required assistance in transferring to
Israel for medical treatment, given the absence of a formal framework to aid them. He
also highlighted the committee's diverse composition as an asset in working with the
injured. Unfortunately, he noted that the committee's funds had been depleted.®5?

Hence, between 1971 and 1982, Amir and IPCAL were involved in philanthropic
work assisting South Lebanese, mainly Christians, who were affected by Lebanon’s civil
war. However, the 1982 war presented Amir with an opportunity to advance his activities
beyond South Lebanon and humanitarian aid. As the war intensified, he began turning his
attention towards establishing a culturally focused, unilateral group by fostering
relationships with Maronite cultural, political, and military figures. This, he thought,

would further facilitate his idea of a regional minority pact.

Interaction — the Cultural-Ideological Commission (June 1982 - July 1982)

A few weeks after the IDF invaded Lebanon, Amir realized his ideas of a more culturally

oriented venture with a new committee named Interaction: Lebanon-Israeli Council for
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Friendship and Development (Hebrew: Hadadiyut). Amir articulated various rationales
for transitioning from IPCAL to Interaction, suggesting that the latter serves as a
superstructure built upon the former or that IPCAL gradually evolved into Interaction. %3

In an interview, Amir explained the underlying philosophy behind Interaction,
stating, “The friendship, it is hoped, will be imbued with a spirit of poetry and vision, the
development, it is hoped, will be filled with a spirit of practicality, momentum, and
mutual trust.”®* Interaction was composed of Israeli and Lebanese members. The Israeli
side included Amir and his spouse Bettine, journalist Gavriel Tsifroni, businessman
Shmuel Shlezinger, Deborah Tomer, vice president of the Israeli Union Bank, and Israel
Libertovsky, the founder of Israel’s Shipyards company. On the Lebanese side, it
included Said Akl and May Murr, and her spouse, the engineer Alfred Murr, as well as
Etienne Saqr (also known as Abu-Erez), the founder of the Guardians of the Cedar, and
his son Arz.%> While the Israeli part was composed of a mixture of artists and business-
oriented figures to foster a pragmatic approach within the group, the Lebanese side was
primarily composed of intellectuals and military personnel. This composition enabled
Amir to create a pragmatically oriented group while advancing important cross-cultural
connections from across the border.

In June 1982, as the IDF advanced towards Beirut, Amir first visited the city. He

met with Said Akl and the Murrs, who planned to visit Israel. The former was to give a
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speech in the Knesset, and the latter would visit Israel and later travel to the U.S. to
support Interaction’s work and Israel’s military operations in Lebanon.®>® He also met
with Saqr to further discuss cooperation and additional Israeli support for the
Phalanges.%>’

Akl, born in 1911 to a Maronite family in Zahle, located approximately fifty-five
kilometers from Beirut, earned the moniker “The Architect of The Spirit of His Nation.”
He was best known for his new codification of Lebanese Arabic in Latin letters, which
differentiated it from Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), his editorial role for the Lebanese
language periodical Lebnaan, and his poetry that celebrated Lebanon, with a particular
empbhasis on its enduring ties to its Phoenician heritage.®®

During the first week of the 1982 war, Akl, who read Amir’s work, requested that
Israelis visiting Beirut send his regards to Amir, accompanied by a selection of his
poems. An archival photograph featuring Amir's inaugural visit to Akl's residence in June

1982 further cements their friendship and mutual respect. In this image, the two figures

are standing in Akl's vibrant, European-influenced salon, which acted as an intellectual
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salon for Lebanese Phoenician cultural and political figures. In the poem "Meeting of
Quarrymen,"%® Amir reflected on his first encounter with Akl.

“Following the Israeli military’s entry into Baabda and from there to Ashrafieh,
Sa’id Akl sent me greetings through him, along with a few of his poetry booklets,
embellished with ornate dedications.”®¢?

In this autobiographical poem, Amir noted that Ehud Yaari, who interviewed Akl for
Israeli television, described him as "a combination...of Ratosh and Uri Zvi
n661

Greenberg.

After producing richly liturgical Arabic poetry, and French as well,

he transitioned to the Lebanese-Arabic dialect,

refining it as an expression of the homeland and its children,

while clinging to its ‘Phoenician’ or Canaanite, pre-Arab past.

And even that was not enough for him.

He worked to adapt a Roman script to that unique, separatist dialect. %62

In this stanza, Amir explored Akl’s work, emphasizing his engagement with
history and language to express his patriotism and poetry. For Amir, both he and Akl
resembled quarrymen, excavating their people's primordial past to sustain both peoples’
pre-Arab identity. Amir suggests that Akl was well versed in Arab poetry, yet, due to his
Phoenician ideology he decided to create a dialect severed from Arab influence.

An important aspect in Akl's work was the notion of the “geographic rootedness

of the Lebanese nation,”*®* arguing that the original inhabitants of Lebanon, excluding
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Palestinians, maintained an intrinsic connection to their Phoenician lineage, an affiliation
he argued had been constantly undermined since the sixth-century Muslim conquest. Akl
contextualized the adoption of Arabic within Lebanon as a result of conquest, rather than
as a symbol of a shared ethnic and cultural affiliation with Arabic culture. He later
advocated for codifying Lebanese Arabic using the Latin script, linking it to the
Phoenician alphabet against the tide of Pan-Arabism. %64

A similar notion was held in Mandatory Palestine during the 1930s by Revisionist
leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky and later by Young Hebrews' member Uzi Ornan, who advocated
for the representation of Hebrew through a Latin alphabet.%% Thus, Akl's literary works
and ideological positions, mainly his resistance to Pan-Arabism, his affiliations with the
Phalange party, and his later involvement in the establishment of the Guardians of the
Cedar militia, positioned him within the right-wing Christian Maronite political sphere.
Consequently, he garnered a reputation among many Lebanese as embodying fascist
inclinations, just as Amir did.

While in Beirut, Amir also met May and Alfred Murr, who would be the first
Maronite intellectuals to arrive for a publicity visit in Israel, as part of Interaction’s
efforts. Born in 1929 in the village of Bitighrin in Mount Lebanon, May Murr dedicated
her academic career to geography and history and was known for her poetry and prose.

Much like Amir’s, her academic work, politics, and poetry often sought to diminish the
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standing of Arabic and Palestinian culture and heritage in Middle Eastern history.®%¢ Murr
was an avid supporter of Israel, going as far as claiming Prime Minister Begin was a
modern Hannibal.® Influenced by Akl’s poetry and ideology, Murr’s poetry and politics
likewise harkened to Lebanon’s Phoenician past, emphasizing its uniqueness and
importance as the cradle of civilization. Supporting this notion, Arabic language and
literary scholar Basilius Bawardi argues that “There is no doubt that her national-political
activities both nourished and influenced her literature,” which she used to oppose Arab
cultural influence on Lebanon. %8

In her poem "Our Holy Land,"%® translated by Bawardi, Murr exemplifies the
deep connection between the Lebanese and their Phoenician past while outlining a
hopeful triumph over Pan-Arabism. Written in a romantic tone, which Murr’s poetry was
best known for, she underlines the importance of the Lebanese historical lineage in
creating its modern identity:

Our destiny? The angels shall dictate it

They announced (the coming of) the God who purified them

By the arch of triumph that passed above by my land
And by stars O Lebanon-Phoenicia shouts: we shall obtain victory.®7
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Murr, like Amir, incorporated the Lebanese-Phoenician doctrine into many of her poems
and literary works, using them alongside her academic pursuits to explore the roots of
Lebanon’s historical distinction and contest Arab influence.®’!

While mainly culturally driven, Interaction also included military figures among
its ranks. This includes Etienne Saqr, best known as "Abu-Arz" (the father of the cedar).
Born on December 26, 1937, Saqr came of age in the Maronite village of Ain Ebel, in
southern Lebanon, one of the few Maronite villages in the largely Shi'ite Nabatieh district
near the Israeli border. In adulthood, he joined Lebanon's security forces, distinguishing
himself for his hatred of Palestinian and Syrian influence in Lebanon. He often
proclaimed that Lebanon should belong to "authentic Lebanese," which prioritized a
Lebanese identity over pan-Arabism. Furthermore, Saqr had long-lasting relations with
the Lebanese-Phoenician group. He first met Akl, and the poet quickly became his
mentor, and invited Saqr to attend the Murrs' intellectual salon. This intellectual and
military connection led to the formation of The Party of Lebanese Renewal (Hizb
Attajaddod al-Lebnani),%”> which paved the way for the creation of the Guardians of the
Cedars party and militia, advocating for a close alliance with Israel and the expulsion of
non-Lebanese forces from Lebanon. Amir met Saqr during his inaugural visit to Beirut in

1982, after Akl encouraged Saqr to seek assistance from Israel, to discuss further

cooperation. 573
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In the Murrs and Akl, Amir found cultural counterparts that incorporated poetry,
primordial identities, and political work to advance their ideologies, primarily the
advancement of a Phoenician, pre-Arab identity, partly in response to pan-Arabism. In
Saqr, just as in Major Chadad, Amir found a figure who, through military action,
influenced the interplay of Christian-Maronite politics, exercising power through his
Militia, the Guardians of the Cedar. With interaction now formed, solidified by Amir’s
visit to Lebanon, it was time for Amir to carry those voices across the border.

The Cooperation Comes to Israel (June-August 1982)

In July 1982, the Murrs traveled to Israel for the first time on a press tour, which
Amir hosted. As Lebanese who viewed Israel favorably and supported Israel's invasion of
Lebanon, their visit attracted the interest of Israeli media. In an interview on July 9, 1982,
the Murrs voiced their anti-PLO views, asserting that "Operation Peace for Galilee will
save the world from terror and destruction" and arguing that Israel must "cut off the head
of the snake," a reference to Arafat and the PLO.7* They further declared that Israel's
military operation in Lebanon was a liberating effort and not an invasion of Lebanon.
Additionally, the Murrs argued, as Amir did during the Six-Day War and onwards, that
"This time, the Israeli government must finish the job. You had five wars, and none of
them were finished."¢”>

In another interview conducted just before their flight to the U.S. on July 11,

1982, to promote Interaction, Alfred Murr took center stage. He argued that it was a
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mistake for the Lebanese to accept Palestinian refugees, arguing that the PLO's and the
Palestinian role in the 1975 Lebanese civil war should prevent further Palestinians from
taking refuge in Lebanon. He derogatorily portrayed Arabs as merely "good laborers,"
who could, and should, find employment in any of the neighboring Arab countries, and
expressed hope that the ongoing war would lead to the eventual expulsion of Syrian and
Palestinian refugees from Lebanon, due to their destabilizing effect on the country. 76
After the interview, the Murrs flew to the U.S. where they set to promote Interaction’s
work and vision.

May Murr attracted the Israeli media's attention with her commanding presence
and assertive attitude. Her non-apologetic support of Israel's invasion, going as far as
encouraging further intervention, and her argument that Israel's work in Lebanon was still
insufficient, came to represent to Israelis the Right-wing Maronite support of Israel. To
many Israelis, the couples' opinions were unique, often harsh opinions voiced by
Lebanese who were living through the Israeli invasion at the time. However, for Amir, it
was an essential part of his work in educating Israelis about voices rarely heard from
Lebanon, demonstrating that some factions in Lebanon envisioned a future in which
Israel and Lebanon could establish long-lasting relations. For Amir, the opportunity to

extend an invitation to the Murrs further enhanced his role as a commentator and conduit

for the Maronites, at least part of them, views on Israel to an Israeli audience.
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Around late August 1982, Amir invited Akl to deliver a speech before the Knesset.
However, due to supposedly logistical issues, and to Akl's great disappointment, the
speech was relocated to the Hebrew University’s Senate Hall. On September 3, 1982,
Amir wrote to Prime Minister Begin, whom Akl held in high regard, asking for a private
meeting in which Begin would review the speech and provide his comments. Amir
admitted that its current length, spanning a staggering twenty-seven pages in French,
would take about an hour and a half to present.®’” In his response, Begin ignored Amir’s
request for a private meeting, commenting only that he read French very slowly and
asked Amir to translate the speech into Hebrew or English.”®

The translated speech is titled "Un Grand Pass¢, Un Grand Toujours" (A Great Past,
A Great Eternity).®” In the speech, Akl argued that it was divine intervention that
motivated Israel to intervene in Lebanon to "sever the head of the octopus,"®%°
implementing a similar metaphor Murr did regarding the PLO. Akl compared Israel to the
Marquis de Lafayette, the French nobleman who fought in the Continental Army in the
American Revolutionary War, framing Israel as Lebanon's only savior. To exemplify the
longstanding bond between Israel and Lebanon, Akl recounted the relationship between

King Solomon and Hiram, king of Tyre, who sent Solomon the cedar, the national
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symbol of Lebanon, and cypress trees that helped construct the Holy Temple, forever
linking both people in a holy bond.

To criticize the Palestinians’ claim to the land, Akl recounted a story that he and
his friends like to retell to each other “by a fireplace, in the long winter nights, in the
beautiful mountain villages.”®®! In the story, a Qadi, a Muslim judge of Sharia law,
presides over a legal dispute presented by a Palestinian against a Jew with each “claiming
ownership over a minuscule piece of land in West Asia,”%®? referring to Eretz Yisrael-
Palestine. The Qadi asks both men to present their claims to the land. The Jewish man
cites the land’s historical and cultural significance: it once belonged to the kingdoms of
Judea and Israel, home to kings David and Solomon, and the land that produced the
Bible, revered across religions. Unable to respond, the Palestinian admits that, over two
thousand years, his people have contributed little to literature or politics, and that their
local leaders are largely unknown outside their villages. After hearing both sides, the
Qadi declares that anyone who seeks to expel the Jews is like “one who wants to set fire
to the cedar forest to replace it with the desert palm,” or destroy holy temples to be
replaced by nomadic tents.®33
AkI’s hyperbolic story was used to further chastise not only the Palestinians but

much of the Arab world. Akl, who was well-versed in Arab poetry, purposefully chooses

to ignore the many contributions of Muslim-Arab poetry. This includes the erotic love
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poetry of Abu Nuwas, a late Eighth Century poet recognized for his khamriyyat (Wine
Poems),®8* as well as the Tenth Century judge Muhammad Ibn Dawid al-Isbahani’s
Kitab al-Zahra (Book of Flowers), which addresses themes of male love, among
others.%® This fit Akl’s Phoenician narrative, which was meant to erase any Arab
contribution to modern civilization.

Akl concludes the speech by addressing Begin, arguing that once Israel comes to
the rescue of Lebanon, an ancient pact will resurrect in which “Lebanon, where the East
is planted in, by making a covenant with Israel, will restore Israel to the rooted East.” The
convent, Akl argues, will show the world that Israel does not want to occupy Lebanon
and help Israel become a hegemonic force in the Middle East as the defender of
minorities. 8¢

While translating Akl's speech, Amir handwrote notes in his translation,
including a short, unpublished poem titled "Icarus." "Before you were Greek, in your
being Icarus, you were Phoenician. In the dream, the ungrateful fled! I am calm."%®” The
poem represented Akl's and the Phoenicians' claim regarding the influence of Phoenician

culture on Greek culture. The term "ungrateful" serves as Amir's critique of Palestinians

in Lebanon, who, as Haddad argued, were ungrateful to their Lebanese hosts and
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supported Pan-Arabism that sought to erase Lebanese Phoenician heritage. Lastly, with
calm, Amir displays the same hope Akl expressed in his speech for a future of peace for
both nations.

While Amir and Akl worked on Akl's speech, hoping it would enhance Israeli
understanding of the primordial ties linking the fates of both nations, two significant
events occurred in September 1982 that led to the cancellation of Akl's speech and the
eventual decline in Amir's status among the Maronite community. These events were the
assassination of Bashir Gemayel and the subsequent Sabra and Shatila massacres.

The Beginning of the End (Early September 1982)

On September 14, 1982, Amir returned to Beirut, accompanied by other Interaction
members, to meet with Akl to finalize his speech. He was also supposed to meet Saqr and
the newly elected Maronite Lebanese president, Bashir Gemayel, to discuss further
cooperation and support for the Maronite militias. However, on their way to Beirut, the
men heard on Israeli radio that Bashir had been assassinated near the Phalangist
headquarters in Ashrafiyyah by the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. When arriving at
Saqr's headquarters, his men alerted their leader that Bashir’s body had been identified
and spoke of the destruction.®®® The following day, while Amir hastened back to Tel
Aviv, he recognized that Akl’s speech would not take place, and that Lebanon would
only deteriorate into further chaos. As retaliation for Bashir’s death, on September 16, the

Lebanese Forces, composed of Maronite militias, entered the Sabra and Shatila refugee

688 Nisan, The Conscience of Lebanon, 63.
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camps under Israeli military protection and viciously massacred an estimated 850 to
3,500 Palestinians, including many women and children.%®

Amir received the news of the massacre while at home. In an interview, his
spouse, Bettine, reflected on the event, arguing that when Amir received the news, he felt
a strong sense of betrayal by his Maronite allies. She argued that this was Amir’s turning
point in his vision of a minority pact with the Maronites, as he realized that Lebanon’s
internal politics would forever outweigh his and Interaction’s aspirations.®® In contrast,
some of Amir’s Maronite peers felt differently about the massacre. In an interview held at
Amir’s salon, May Murr criticized Israel's investigation of the massacre, claiming, "After
all, there was no massacre there, only a battle."%*! When confronted by the interviewer
with the argument that the actions at Sabra and Shatila did in fact constitute a massacre
under international law, particularly given the murder of women and children, Murr
responded by suggesting that "the terrorists used a vile trick and placed women and
children as a human shield."%? Criticizing Israel's eventual withdrawal from Lebanon,
she likened Lebanon to a cancer patient abandoned mid-treatment by his doctors. Murr

ended the interview with a call for Israel to address the remaining “terrorists” in Lebanon

689 Bayan Nuwayhid al-Hat, Sabra and Shatila: September 1982 (Pluto Press, 2004), 1-4
; the large gap in numbers stems from the fact that all official documents regarding the
Lebanon War were sealed for 99 years by the Israeli government. Thus, historians can
only estimate based on oral sources. (O.K)

690 Bettine Amir, interview by Ofri Krischer, June 19, 2023.

81 Tamar Avidar, “The Lebanese Poet Demands to Proceed,” Maariv, February 15, 1982,
5.

692 Avidar, “The Lebanese Poet Demands to Proceed,” 5.
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and sweep toward Tripoli, arguing that Israel failed in its responsibilities to protect the
Maronites by "not finishing the job".%%3

In response, Amir, once again, channeled his views and ideology into his poetry,
composing a poem titled “The Speech’s Burial.”®

I did not come here to make money but to make history,

and in a lower voice [ added: “or at least to help make it”.

If someone as small as I could say that, then even more so Said Akl,

who had resolutely declared his intent to make history in Jerusalem.

He truly and sincerely believed it mattered, that a poet like him, whose name was
on the lips of every literate Arabic speaker, should rise like a lion and roar before
the nations of the world, so both friend and foe would know: Said Akl has
spoken. %3

In the poem Amir reflected on his time in Beirut. He argued that even though Interaction
had a financial motive in its actions, mainly to connect Israeli and Lebanese businessmen,
his aims were “to make history,” acting as a bridge between Israelis and Maronites. As
argued before, Amir suggests that Akl was well-versed in Arab poetry and was admired
by many in the Arab world, commenting on his magnitude as a poet and thinker, going so
far as to compare him to a lion, resonating the idea of the Lion of Judah, roaring before
the world.

It was, to him, self-evident that the Government of Israel must invite him to speak
at the Knesset! Such a speech would, without a doubt, mark the dawn of a new
era... He found it hard to accept that such a platform was reserved only for heads
of state. To him, that was a bureaucrat’s excuse in the face of a prophet, and even
if one might accept it under ordinary circumstances, it could not negate the right
and duty of a poet like him, whose words at such a moment would matter no less
than those of presidents and nations.

693 Avidar, “The Lebanese Poet Demands to Proceed,” 5.

694 Aharon Amir, “The Buried Speech,” In Histanenut: Shirut u’Shirim,
https://benyehuda.org/author/513.
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And indeed, even the least imaginative among us couldn’t help but appreciate the
impression Akl would make by appearing in Jerusalem. When it was proposed
that he speak from Mount Scopus, like Lord Balfour at the opening of the Hebrew
University, he saw it as an acceptable alternative, one that would honor both his
own stature and the historical moment.®®

Here, Amir reflected on the change of venue for the speech, arguing that although Akl
believed that Israeli officials should have invited him to speak in the Knesset, it did not
come to fruition due to Israel’s geopolitical shortsightedness, a notion Amir often used to
critique Israel’s with regard to the relations with the Maronites. He compared Akl to a
prophet whose speech would bring nothing less than “the dawn of a new era.” Lastly,
Amir compared Akl to Lord Balfour, who spoke at the Hebrew University’s inauguration
ceremony on April 10, 1925, a pivotal moment in Israel’s intellectual history, as the first
97

university established in Eretz Yisrael by Jews.°

On August 23rd, Bashir Gemayel was elected President of Lebanon, and the news
of a new era took on flesh and blood. Now Akl, feeling the weight of the
responsibility on his shoulders, and a growing sense of urgency, worked on
preparing his speech for the date we had set, early October: A vision of glorious
past, redeemed present, and radiant future, blessing its builders with peace, like in
the days of Solomon and Hiram - words for the generations, to be inscribed in
stone...%%

In this stanza, Amir further details the translation and editing process for Akl’s speech,
which underwent fourteen revisions, against the backdrop of Bashir’s election, a
development that, for Amir, signified hope for both nations. Referring to Akl’s use of the

Hiram-Solomon pact, Amir further details the hope both men held for a time of peaceful

69 Aharon Amir, “The Buried Speech.”
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cooperation between the two nations, in line with their primordial connection.
Furthermore, Amir employed a double entendre regarding the builders sent with the
Cedar trees by Hiram to Solomon, alluding simultaneously to modern Israelis and
Lebanese who aspire to reconstruct this ancient connection and to recapture a part of
AklI’s speech concerning a possible reconstruction of Beirut.
“From the vantage of years, you wonder if he viewed the incident as a moment of
greatness for himself.”%
Here, Amir exemplifies his distrust of Saqr, foreshadowing their soon-to-be soured
relations. Although the two shared common beliefs, Amir wonders if Saqr will utilize
Bashir’s assassination to cement further his and his militia’s place in Lebanese politics,
suggesting the militia’s devastating role in Sabra and Shatila.

The next day, as we stood, bareheaded, to return home...and here is a familiar
face: a neighboring majestic Maronite matriarch approaches the Mercury
automobile — presumably on her way to the funeral in Bikhatara, the Gemayel’s
headquarters in Mount Lebanon. ‘You buried him,” she uttered with a viperous
whisper, her eyes like spears. The next day, Sabra and Shatila came, and after
that, everything deteriorated. Many things were buried in the landslide, including
the historical speech of a tall, visionary, curly-haired man with a high forehead —
his name, Said Akl.7%

The poem concludes with Amir bewailing the hatred he received from the local
population that viewed all Israelis as to blame for Bashir’s death, even Lebanese who
knew him from his time spent in Beirut. He also suggested the quickness with which the
deterioration in relations occurred, during which the retaliatory Sabra and Shatila

occurred, and with it, the burial of the speech. For Amir, the Sabra and Shatila massacres
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represented a betrayal of the idea of a possible minority pact by both Israel and the
Maronites, forever severing the prospect of future cooperation. The loss of opportunity
for Akl to deliver his speech to the Knesset and Israeli citizens, which could have brought
hope of future cooperation, was buried along with Bashir.

The Aftermath (September 1982- December 1984)

Although the Peace for Galilee operation ended on September 29, 1982, Israel's
politicians still found value in Amir's contacts in Lebanon. On November 4, 1982,
Defense Minister Ariel Sharon invited Amir to his farm to host a meeting with a
Lebanese delegation to discuss a post-war path for both nations and their relations. The
meeting included Alfred and May Murr, IDF Chief of Staff Rafael Eitan, journalist
Gabriel Tsifroni, and Lebanese military personal Dr. Khalil Torbay. The Murrs especially
wished for a meeting, as they still felt that, although the war ended, Israel still had much
to accomplish in Lebanon, with May Murr now anointing Sharon, not Begin, the modern
Hannibal.”®' Sharon sought Lebanese support for the normalization of relations with
Lebanon while maintaining Israeli hegemony in Southern Lebanon. Amir took the
meeting's minutes, eventually keeping the record out of the IDF's censorship.”??

The Lebanese delegation expressed gratitude for the liberation of South Lebanon

from Palestinian control. Murr argued that Lebanon’s Muslims suffered more from the

Palestinians than the Christians, commenting that “most Lebanese are against the Arab

701 Yohanan Bader, “Ariel Sharon and Hannibal,” March 3, 1983, The Israel State
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mentality.”’% Employing a Roman metaphor, Torbay argued that although Israel fought
five wars yet had never won, Israel and Lebanon are “in the round of the Hippodrome
where we can still change our horses and do various things before the race is over.”’** In
that, he meant that although the Maronite militia and politicians abandoned cooperation
with Israel, there are still many in Lebanon willing to work with Israel. They further
argued that Syria has more influence than before on post-war Lebanon, mainly through
the idea of Lebanese and Syrian joint security ventures against Israel. Instead, they
argued, Israeli and Lebanese security should further join forces, severing Syrian influence
in the region. Lastly, the delegation suggested that informal channels would be necessary
for achieving lasting change in the region.

Sharon recognized the post-war transitional phase both countries were in and
stressed the importance of protecting Israel’s South Lebanese allies, mainly Major
Haddad, who, he argued, never betrayed Israel. In response, the delegation advised
Sharon to work closely with all the Lebanese communities who were willing to work
with Israel and not solely with the now fragmented Maronites. To support their claim,
Amir added that “The connection to Israel can be a common denominator for Lebanese of
all ethnicities and classes.”’% Sharon mentioned that Israel had supported the Phalanges,
which was no longer an option, and now had to seek further allies. The delegation,

recognizing Israel’s potential role as a regional power, argued that Israel should
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acknowledge its potential to shape political outcomes in the region. Thus, they implied
that whoever Israel supports would eventually hold the leadership.” The discussion
ended with Sharon inquiring about Amine Gemayel's role in the Sabra and Shatila
massacres. Without directly answering, Torbay suggested that Pierre Gemayel was an
influential figure behind all the decisions among the Phalanges, including the Darmur
massacres of 1976.7°7 After the meeting, Sharon asked Amir to serve as his liaison in
Lebanon for dealings with Saqr. Amir accepted the role, yet his relationship with Saqr
would quickly sour.

Due to a series of unfounded rumors, Amir’s standing began to deteriorate among
Maronites. On December 26, 1982, Amir received a call from Menachem Navot, a senior
Mossad official, regarding accusations in Israel linking Amir to an alleged arms deal in
which Amir supposedly supplied ammunition to Saqr’s militia. However, despite a memo
from an unknown Interaction member reaching Defense Minister Ariel Sharon, who
advised him that Amir had participated in such activities, there was no evidence against
Amir. On January 25, 1983, Interaction member Shmuel Shlezinger informed Amir that
Saqr declared that Amir should not return to the Cedars headquarters due to defamatory
claims Amir supposedly made about Abu-Arz. The next day, Navot contacted Amir again
regarding unfounded accusations that he had misrepresented himself as a Mossad agent.

By February 11, 1983, relations had further soured. A Lebanese business acquaintance
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informed Amir that Saqr would not support any initiatives involving him, effectively
ending Amir’s relations with the Maronites. "

In April 1984, in a private letter to an American acquaintance, Amir commented
that Interaction disbanded because of “demoralization and estrangement on both sides of
the border, as well as some high-handed, short-sided attitudes on the part of some Israeli

799 assumingly referring to the Mossad. On April 15, 1984, Amir informed

agencies,
Elias Mattar, his partner on the committee and later at Interaction, that he had closed their
inactive bank account and that the group had officially disbanded.”'” Nevertheless, Amir
continued to harbor fond feelings for Lebanon, often feeling a deep sense of loss as the
land suffered. It seemed that Amir was scapegoated by both Israel and Lebanon, accused
of either negotiating an arms deal with the Militias or being a Mossad agent, with both
claims never truly substantiated.

Sixteen years later, with many of his contacts and affiliates in Lebanon now gone,

Amir returned to critique Israel for its role in Lebanon. In May 2000, Israel followed

U.N. resolution 425 to completely withdraw from Lebanon’s southern security region,
which was under the control of the South-Lebanon Army (SLA) and IDF. Many SLA
members, both Christian and Muslim, who had worked closely with Israel, knew they

would find themselves under Hizbullah's control and escaped, some to Israel and some up
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north, to prevent retaliation. For Amir, Israel's withdrawal embodied a series of betrayals,
particularly towards the South Lebanon Army (SLA) and the Maronites, who had
demonstrated loyalty to Israel.”!!

In 2001, Amir published the anthology, “The Black Book: South Lebanon: the
Escape, the Betrayal, the Disgrace,””!? in which he criticized Israel's withdrawal and
argued that it betrayed both Israeli and Lebanese interests and acted with a lack of
sympathy for the SLA soldiers and South Lebanese citizens whom Israel supported.
Furthermore, he accused Hezbollah and the Israeli pacifist organization "four mothers,"
composed of mothers of soldiers who served in Lebanon, were complicit in what he
deemed a shameful withdrawal that in fact only strengthened Hezbollah. Ultimately, he
claimed that for Israel's enemies, this withdrawal signified a dangerous progression:
“Lebanon today, Palestine tomorrow.”’!3

In a chapter titled “Who, Who Has Less Respect,””'* Amir examined the idea of
respect in Middle Eastern history to argue that Israel's withdrawal represented a
misunderstanding of regional customs and geopolitics. He argued that the loss of
territories exemplified weakness to the Arab world, mainly by Hezbollah, and would lead
to strengthening Palestinian militants and could undermine Israel's regional stability. He
further argued that Israel is dismissing the idea of respect in the Middle East as primitive,

from a Eurocentric point of view, overlooking its significance in the Arab world. In that,

"1 Fisk, Pity the Nation, 578.

"2 Aharon Amir, The Black Book: South Lebanon: The Escape, the Betrayal, the
Disgrace, ed. Aharon Amir, (Carmel, 2001).

713 Amir, The Black Book, 12-13.

"4 Amir, The Black Book, 55-60.

291



this resonated with much of his earlier critique of Israel, in 1948 and 1967, for its lack of
understanding regarding its geopolitical standing and future. Furthermore, Amir
highlights another instance of Israeli hypocrisy, central to his critique of Ashkenazi
hegemony and Israel’s treatment of Mizrahi Jews. As discussed in Chapter Four, Israel’s
marginalization of Mizrahi lived experience frequently reduced the community’s
conceptions of honor to a supposedly primitive cultural inheritance from the Arab world.
Amir contended that this attitude exemplified Israeli insularity and a broader failure to
engage with the Middle Eastern cultural context.

Although sixteen years had passed since Amir was actively working in Lebanon
towards a minority pact with the Maronites, it seems he left part of his heart in Lebanon,
still commenting on Israel’s role in Lebanon and speaking up for the betrayal experienced
by its former allies.

Conclusion

Amir’s role in the sphere of Israeli-Lebanese relations was as a commentator, providing a
voice to Lebanese, mainly Maronites who supported Israel. To achieve this, Amir turned
to his political work, intellectual writings, and poetry, which conveyed his ideas less
formally to Israelis. Furthermore, he also acted as a bridge between Israeli politicians and
Lebanese Christians who sought Israel’s favor and patronage. He began his work in
Lebanon through his philanthropic endeavor in IPCAL, assisting the suffering and injured
South-Lebanese Christians. To further his activities and to strive towards a minority pact
with like-minded Lebanese, Amir established an intellectual network composed of poets,

intellectuals, and military personnel who shared his ideas about the potential dangers of
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Pan-Arabism to non-Muslim minorities and the importance of Israel as a hegemonic force
in the Middle East.

Despite IPCAL and Interaction's limited success in the broader context of Israeli-
Lebanese relations, they came to represent an informal approach to advancing relations
between Israel and Lebanon. These non-formal relations aligned with Israel's desire to
strengthen relations with political and religious factions who supported it and to off
balance Syrian influence in Lebanon. In that, the once-shunned Young Hebrew had been
accepted into the Israeli political sphere.

Hence, through his philanthropic, cultural, and political work with the Christian
Maronites in Lebanon, Amir sought to advance his ideology of a non-Arab minority pact
that would eventually, he hoped, lead to Israel assuming its place as a regional force in
the Middle-East, leading to a decline of the Jewish state separatist attitudes to be
replaced by a wider view of the primordial connections between non-Arab and non-
Muslim minorities in the Middle East.

In Akl, the Murrs and Saqr, Amir found kindred ideological souls who were also
engaged, as Amir and the former Young Hebrews were, in a cultural battle to retain their
primordial-based identity. This cultural and personal connection led Amir to believe that
a culturally based coalition could further his ambitions of a regionally based majority
pact, which would eventually lead to his realization of the greater Land of Ever.
However, it is essential to acknowledge that, while there were cultural and often literary
connections between the groups, many of Amir's Maronite counterparts sought to pursue
their own agenda: to maintain Maronite hegemony in Lebanon through Israel's support.

Although a faction of the Maronites, with a right-wing leaning, maintained a strategic
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alliance from the Yishuv era to modern Israel, it was motivated chiefly by self-interest. In
fact, this was essentially a strategic alliance, a marriage of convenience, particularly
among key figures such as Bashir and the Phalanges, who used Israel's support to further
their own interests. On the other hand, Israel would try to use Maronite hegemony to
influence regional politics, to maintain regional hegemony. The realization that
Lebanon’s internal sectarian politics outweighed his vision of a minority pact as part of
the Land of Ever concept, at the end of 1982, led to Amir's disillusionment and the end of

much of his political work.
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Conclusion

Amir’s last Years 1982-2008

Although Amir continued to critique Israel for its constant reluctance to assume its place
in the Middle East as a regional force, it seems that by 1982, he mostly moved away from
direct political work, focusing on Israeli inner struggles and advancing new literature and
literary voices in Israel.

In 1992, Amir published an anthology titled Battleground, commissioned by the
Ministry of Defense and distributed to new soldiers serving in the Occupied Territories
and Gaza. The anthology reviewed the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict over the
land as it was portrayed in literature, arguing that, as he did, ideology and literature
worked together to portray the hardships experienced by both peoples. It featured works
by authors and poets such as Shaul Tchernichovsky, Uri Zvi Greenberg, Y onatan Ratosh,
Haim Gouri, S. Yizhar, and himself. One of his contributions, the last text in the
anthology, and one of his best-known texts, presented his own view on the matter.

In “To my Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land,” originally published in Maariv
in 1989, on the backdrop of the first Intifada, Amir both recognizes Israeli and Palestinian
shared fate and the hatred that existed between both people. He begins by writing

My Angry and rebellious brother, my proud brother sated with insults. My brother

who lies in wait for my weakness and laughs at my downfall, who rejoices in my
calamity and bewaits my downfall. My brother who hurls stones at me to crush

295



my temple...who awakens every morning with renowned hope and lies down
every evening in bewilderment of heart and despair.”!?

Here Amir recognizes the animosity and violence that exists between both groups yet

repeats the fact that both peoples are brothers and are thus tied in a shared fate.

In a following stanza, Amir further stresses the tension between the battle over
the land as well as the brotherhood that exists between both peoples.

“My brother and adversary, my brother and my sworn enemy, my brother unto homeland
and unto bloodshed, my brother unto distress and killing, yet also my brother unto
unforeseeable futures!”’1¢

Here again, the bloodshed and brotherhood are intermixed. However, this stanza also

begins the turning point of the text, the hopeful future that awaits both people if they

work together towards it. This is also the turning point in which Amir implements his
ideology. He argues to his Arab brother that help will not come from outside, “not from

Damascus nor from Cairo, nor from Washington nor from Moscow...” Instead, he argues

that “only the land of Israel is your hope, and from it shall come your deliverance!””!’

Here Amir utilizes the colonial aspect of his ideology, that only under Hebrew tutelage

could the Palestinian survive and thrive.

Lastly, Amir turns to a hopeful, rather optimistic, approach:

And you shall know that in unity lies the hope of our land, and in the brotherhood
of its children its happiness, and you shall know that you have no escape from me,
nor [ from you, and you shall know that the land is one non other, for you and for

me alike....Therefore do not despair prisoner of hope, for our sun shall yet rise,
one sun for you and for me alike!”7!3

15 Aharon Amir, “To My Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land,” in Battleground: An
Anthology, ed. Aharon Amir (the Ministry of Defense, 1992), 342.

716 Amir, “To My Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land,” 342.

7 Amir, “To My Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land,” 342.

78 Amir, “To My Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land,” 343.

296



“To my Arab Brother, That Inhabits the Land” represents one of Amir’s biggest
paradoxes, one that is woven throughout his work and literature. Amir often spoke, both
directly and indirectly, about the Palestinian struggle, their standing in Israeli society, and
the future of both peoples. However, when viewed from a bird’s-eye perspective, Amir,
unlike figures like Uri Avnery, solemnly worked with Palestinians, opting to write about
them from his ideological standpoint. Bearing that in mind, this text represents the
epitome of Amir’s later stage attitudes towards the Palestinians and the battle over the
land, weaving the colonial aspects of enforced Hebrewness on the Palestinians, as well as
an optimistic, yet detached, view of a shared future under Hebrew tutelage. Furthermore,
this poem represents Amir’s final ideological stance regarding the region, one he never
fully developed: a Hebrew republic, based on the American model, in which both peoples
could choose citizenship over religious and cultural insularity.

Moving even further away from direct political activism, which was a main
feature in his life and work, in 1998, exactly forty years after Amir published Keshet’s
first issue, Amir published a special issue to commemorate the event. This quickly
became the beginning of Keshet’s revival, under the moniker New Keshet, and new it
was. Gone were the political and ideological writings, replaced by Keshet’s original
literary aim, combining new and established literary talents, including Yehoshua Kenaz
and Shin Shifra, alongside newly discovered talents, such as the young authors Gonen
Nesher, and Or Graur.

In an interview with Graur, who worked closely with Amir on editing an

anthology of New Keshet’s prose,’!” Graur argued that Amir never raised politics in

"9 Aharon Amir, Aliza Zigler, Or Graur, eds. The New Keshet Short Stories: First Four
Years, 2002-2006 (Carmel Publishing, 2007).
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relation to the newly reformed magazine. In fact, he argued that during their time
working closely together, Amir never brought up his political work or ideology.”?° Post-
1982, Amir became more of a mentor to young literary talents, perhaps recognizing that
this was the best avenue for sustained cultural change.

Although Amir continued to carry the Young Hebrews’ ideological torch
until his last days, it seems that the later stages of his life were dedicated to advancing
culture rather than direct political work. Although he was less politically active, Amir
still spoke, mainly in interviews, about the importance of his ideology as a means to
change the violent dynamics of the Middle East, forever carrying the hope that the
various groups in the Middle East would eventually find a common ground based on
primordial cultural and social shared similarities.

Amir appeared energetic and lively during his 85th birthday party, held on
January 5, 2008,7*! He passed away from cancer only a month later, on February 28,
2008. According to his spouse, Bettin, Amir, who was always proud of his appearance
and how he was perceived by others, refused to let Bettine see his physical decline,
unwilling to see her in his last days as he was dying. In his will, she said, he asked to
donate his body to science, making his last escape from the Jewish fold by foregoing a
traditional Jewish burial.”?? Representing his importance to Israeli society, particularly its

literature, his colleagues, friends, and even detractors wrote eulogies in his honor. Not

720 Interview with Or Graur, conducted by Ofri Krischer via Zoom, July 6, 2023.
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surprisingly, many of the eulogies focused on the role of ideology in Amir’s life and
work.

In “My First Glass of Cognac,” renowned Hebrew author A.B. Yehoshua, who
worked as part of Keshet’s editorial board, wrote a heartfelt eulogy of Amir.
Nostalgically, he reminisced about their first meeting, when Amir returned from Paris in
1958 and offered him his first glass of cognac as they discussed Keshet. Yehoshua wrote
about Amir’s unique optimism for the region and Hebrew and Israeli integration in the
region, Amir’s admiration of European culture and its ties to Levantinism, which he
argued became an ideological marker of Keshet, as an important factor in regional
culture, and Amir’s uncompromising liberal secularism, as his most striking ideological
features. Yehoshua concluded that during their conversation, Amir appeared to him as
“the physical embodiment of the ideological codes he held,” leading Yehoshua to agree
to write new prose for Keshet.”??

The author Yeshayahu Koren, who also published in Keshet, reminisced about his
relationship with Amir, his editorial work, and his ideology. The two spent time in Paris
in 1966, a year before the 1967 war. On a rainy Parisian day, while they were sitting in a
café, Amir remarked that “In a few years, Israel will be a great power.” He wrote that it
seemed Amir loved his ideology, especially its primordial aspects, and believed in the
“generosity of the powerful,” in which compassion grew from strength.”*

His former Young Hebrews associate, Uzi Ornan, focused his eulogy by
acknowledging Amir’s important role in the movement, emphasizing his contributions,

especially his work as editor of Alef and as founder of the Club for Hebrew Thought.

23 A.B. Yehoshua, “My First Glass of Cognac,” Haaretz, March 7, 2008, 2.
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However, Ornan’s eulogy was not merely a glorification of Amir’s work; he also
questioned Amir’s political pivot during and after 1967, when he chose to work alongside
Rabbi Moshe Levinger, the founder of the Jewish settlement movement in the occupied
territories.’”?

Lastly, Amir’s former political ally, later turned political adversary, Uri Avnery,
wrote a critical eulogy, demonstrating that despite their disagreements, he held Amir in
high esteem. He began by suggesting that, although the newspapers reported the death of
Aharon Amir, the translator, the more appropriate eponym would be Aharon Amir the
Canaanite, as Amir held on to his ideology and belief system until his very last day. He
further argued that “we were never truly friends at all. From the moment we met, we
shared a mutual antipathy, and so it remained unchanged until the very end.” Touching
on one of Amir’s primary political objectives in his work, Avnery argued that although
Amir and the Young Hebrews sought to reach the Hebrew youth, they were never able to
do that due to their romantic tendencies, which the Hebrew youth lacked, and Amir’s
“forced Mizrahi accent.” However, perhaps unknowingly, Avnery gave Amir a
posthumous compliment, calling him “the opposite of a Sabra,” representing the “New
Hebrew,” even though he was born in Lithuania.”?¢

Amir Eulogies represented the divisive figure he was. To some, he was the
epitome of the Hebrew-Levantine gentleman, true to his ideals and ideology, too often
when the world around him was shifting. Amir demanded attention, and both his family

and spouse attested to that. When he entered a room, people noticed, for better or worse.

However, for others, he represented an archaic figure that maintained a pseudo-Fascist

725 Uzi Ornan, “The Public Life of My Friend Aharon,” Haaretz, March 7, 2008, 4.
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ideology at all costs, perhaps leading to the downfall of his political, literary, and cultural
ambitions. Although considered a marginal figure, many in Israel still remember Amir as
an important cultural figure, one who never shied away from voicing his beliefs, even
when it was to his detriment.

This thesis has examined the interplay of ideology, politics, and literature in
Aharon Amir's life and work, situating him within the broader context of pre- and post-
1948 Israel and its political shift from 1967 onward. By analyzing Amir's political
engagement alongside his literary and intellectual corpus, it underscores the scholarly
importance of studying so-called marginal figures, particularly those associated with the
less-explored right wing. At the same time, although many figures, such as Uri Avnery,
viewed Amir as distinctly right-wing, his politics and writings often diverged and at times
challenged the binary view of left versus right. This is evident in his 1948 writing on the
Israeli erosion of Palestinian villages and identity, his ideas regarding the inclusion of
both Palestinians and Hebrews within a regional republic, and his literary appeal for unity
to Arabs, whom he described as his brothers. In many ways, this departure from factional,
polarized politics defines Amir's work and thought patterns.

Moreover, Amir's shift from a marginal, oppositional, and often radical
intellectual and ideological figure to eventual acceptance and incorporation into Israel's
cultural and political spheres offers an important yet overlooked historical vantage point
for assessing the relationship between literature and ideology in modern Israeli history.
This thesis also demonstrates the importance of researching literature within its historical
context to articulate the dynamics of nation-building, the construction of national

identity, cultural upheaval, and the role ideology played in these processes.
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Lastly, Amir's political and ideological project also reconceptualized belonging
through a Semitic-Hebraic territorial identity. In a manner resembling groups such as the
Marxist-leaning Maki, which sought to redefine political legitimacy through "Israeli
patriotism" rather than Zionist ideology, claiming loyalty to the state while challenging
its dominant framework, Amir pursued a parallel project from an anti-Jewish, anti-
diasporic, Semitic horizon. These parallels and divergences illuminate mid-century
attempts to imagine post-Zionist national forms.

Thus, the importance of studying Amir as a case study and in his biography
compels us to reevaluate central assumptions and our understanding of Israeli intellectual
and cultural history in several ways. First, in many ways, Amir’s political and literary
intellectual output, as well as his ideology, challenge and resist the often-prevailing
binary view in cultural and intellectual history of left vs. right or hawks vs. doves, which
has long structured Israeli historiography. Amir’s work is complex, internally tensioned,
and at times even contradictory. Yet, it is precisely this complexity that destabilizes rigid
historiographical borders. Transcending these binaries might enrich and complicate our
understanding of Israeli society and culture.

Moreover, while scholars such as Uri S. Cohen have rightfully argued that politics
informs much of Israeli literature, Amir's biography further supports this claim by
representing a revealing test case in which ideology permeates almost every avenue of his
prose and poetry. Comparable, in this regard, to the political dedication of Uri Zvi
Greenberg, Amir’s literary dedication to ideology further shapes our understanding of the
formative role that literature played in articulating, dismantling, and reshaping political

and ideological visions in newly emerging states such as Israel.
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Furthermore, Amir’s trajectory from a marginal political and intellectual figure to
a culturally and politically accepted figure reflects broader transformations in Israeli
society since 1967. His invitation by Ariel Sharon to serve as a political and cultural
liaison in post-war Lebanon, along with his active participation in the post-1967
movements to support Israeli annexation and colonization of the occupied territories,
signals more than personal evolution but a significant shift in Israeli society. In that,
Amir’s biography highlights the reconfiguration of political legitimacy and cultural
authority in post-1967 Israel, one marked by lasting legacies that still inform Israeli
politics. This work aimed to contribute to the field in various ways, including by
positioning Amir within the Young Hebrews group, examining his role as a political and
literary figure in Israel, exploring the intersection of literature and ideology in Hebrew
literature, and examining the dynamics of cultural and political marginality, particularly
from the right-wing.

Lastly, Amir’s work regarding a regional minority pact, mainly with the
Maronites, highlights the importance of non-traditional and informal intellectual, cultural,
and literary networks. Although much of Israeli historiography focused on the role of
formal political networks, Amir’s biography and work with cultural figures in Lebanon
further complicate our understanding of regional geopolitics and the substructures that
facilitate and sustain them. In turn, this offers a more nuanced and richer understanding
of non-formal geopolitical historiography, in which culture and literature played an
essential part.

At the outset of this research, it was expected that Amir's literary production

would demonstrate a close connection between ideology and literature as instruments of

303



social critique and as vehicles for constructing an alternative national identity and
narrative. The research largely confirms this expectation, showing that Amir consistently
used literature and poetry to convey his ideology, inform and critique his audience, and
construct an alternative worldview to Zionism and to Israel's reluctance to assume its
geopolitical standing. His role as editor of Keshet represents another underexplored
avenue through which he implemented his ideology, combining Hebrewism and
Levantinism, informing readers about politics and ideology in the Arab world, and
criticizing concepts such as Pan-Arabism.

It was also expected that Amir would play an essential role among the Young
Hebrews. However, the extent of his influence in steering the group toward direct and
violent action, and his lifelong adherence to this ideology, proved more significant than
initially assumed. These findings complicate portrayals that emphasize Ratosh's sole
prominence as leader, suggesting that Amir not only participated in the movement but
also served as a key organizer within it.

Finally, Amir's political activity from the 1960s onward, particularly his work
with the Maronites, highlights the importance of informal relations as a supplementary
layer within the geopolitical landscape to a greater degree than anticipated. Taken
together, these findings affirm the value of examining Amir's life and work, the
intersection of literature and ideology in emerging states, and the role of non-formal
relations in Middle Eastern geopolitics.

This dissertation, the first comprehensive academic study of Amir, opens several
avenues for future research. A scholarly article devoted to his work as a translator and his

contribution to modern Hebrew would enrich the intersection of Hebrew literature,
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linguistics, and Israeli history, particularly in relation to his deliberate retention of archaic
linguistic forms as part of his broader ideology. A focused study of his translations would
illuminate how translation can function as a cultural and ideological tool in the Israeli
context.

In addition, this study calls for a rethinking and recontextualization of the Young
Hebrews' internal dynamics. While the movement's supporters and critics, as well as
scholars, regard Ratosh as the movement's leader and forefather, further research would
benefit from reassessing other figures associated with the movement such as Uzi Ornan
and Benjamin Tammuz and their role in shaping the group's ideological direction,
organizational structure, and political actions. Such work would deepen understanding of
the leadership and influence of marginal right-wing groups and broaden appreciation of
the movement's intellectual trajectory after Ratosh died in 1981.

Future research would also benefit from a closer examination of the role of
marginal authors, poets, and intellectuals in Israeli intellectual history and literature. As
this thesis suggests, marginality does not necessarily entail political insignificance or
cultural isolation. Expanding the category of marginal figures to include those from the
right wing, and often the extreme right wing, without resorting to hagiographic or
apologetic narratives, would foster a more nuanced and methodologically rigorous
understanding of ideological diversity within Hebrew literature and Israeli intellectual
and political thought.

Lastly, scholarship on minority relations in the Middle East, particularly among
non-Muslim groups, would benefit from further exploration of informal relations and

their contribution to formal state and intergroup relations. Although this thesis examined
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the informal ties between Amir and, by extension, Israel and the Lebanese Maronites, a
broader transnational study of informal networks in the Middle East and its diasporas
would significantly enrich the field.

Aharon Amir’s life and work provide a crucial lens through which to examine the
intersection and relations between literature, ideology, and political engagement from the
margins of the history of Israel-Palestine. Situating Amir's work and life within a broader
historical, political, and ideological context allows this thesis to demonstrate how
literature, poetry, and political engagement functioned as more than cultural and social
expressions but also as important sites of social critique, identity formation, and
intervention against hegemonic forces. Amir's trajectory from the extreme margins of
Israeli society and politics to his acceptance post-1967 and onwards illuminates broader
shifts in Israeli society and politics, mainly the increasing normalization and
institutionalization of radical right-wing ideological perspectives. More broadly, this
thesis emphasizes the potential intellectual benefits of integrating literary analysis with
intellectual and historical research, while highlighting the importance of studying
marginal figures. In turn, this approach, which has proved itself useful in Victorian
studies, will contribute to a more inclusive and critically engaged understanding of Israeli

society, culture, and political history. ;
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