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“The Need to Belong” and the Jewish Normalization Discourse: Isaiah Berlin as a Diaspora Zionist thinker* 
Isaiah Berlin's “Two Concepts of Liberty” offers us a conceptual dichotomy between a positive (and potentially totalitarian) understanding of freedom and the negative (liberal and humane) understanding of the same concept.
 Clearly, anyone trying to reconcile Berlin's negative-freedom-based liberalism with his writings in defense of cultural nationalism is bound to face some grave conceptual tensions.
 The aim of this paper is to reassess these conceptual tensions and examine them historically, while addressing the more general question posed in the title of this panel - What is Jewish (if anything) in Isaiah Berlin's philosophy? One of my purposes is to stress the Jewish aspect that is hidden within the Berlinian text and becomes apparent in the overall context of his writing. But context and contextualization are terms that can be easily misunderstood and misused. It would be erroneous to presume that when one juxtaposes philosophy and biography the latter automatically explains the former. I doubt, for instance, if the conclusion of the American pop singer Janis Joplin in her famous ballad – “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose” – would be significantly reappraised and understood differently were we to mention the fact that she was born in Texas to a Church-attending family. In that sense Joplin’s vision of liberty is not different from Berlin’s: the mere fact that he was a Jew from Riga and a descendant of the Tzemach Tzedek (צמח צדיק; 1789-1866), the Third Lubavitcher Rebbe, cannot, in itself, explain why he reached the conclusion that liberty, properly understood, should be defined as an absence of constraints on the individual. Neither will it be accurate to see Berlin as a Jewish philosopher in the sense Martin Buber or Emmanuel Levinas, to take two famous examples, were Jewish philosophers: His thought did not imbibe Talmudic ideas and dress in modern clothes concepts that we may define as essentially “Jewish.” Quite the contrary, taking his first steps as an independent scholar as a British analytical philosopher, Berlin always stressed his mistrust of anything which is “metaphysical” and “non-empirical,” and on one occasion even defined himself as “tone deaf” when it came to theological language and religious modes of thinking.
 His understanding of sovereignty, power and politics was essentialy modernist, not “Hebraic,” and in his political thought we find a splendid eclectic mixture of ideas absorbed from distinct thinkers, such as the French-Swiss post-revolutionary liberal Benjamin Constant, the British idealist philosopher and historian Robin George Collingwood, the Viennese anti-positivist philosopher Karl R. Popper and many others. Of the above only Popper qualifies somehow – if one speaks in strict Halachic terms – as a Jew, although he was in fact born and raised in a quintessentially assimilated family that was remote from its ethno-religious roots, and not only refused to identify himself as a Jew, but also considered Zionism to be nothing but a petrified form of Jewish racialism that was both stupid and wrong.
 

So what, therefore, is “Jewish” about Isaiah Berlin’s philosophy? Here, I believe, the understanding of the Berlinian notion of the “need to belong” and the way in which it was developed becomes central. What makes this notion central is the fact it stands at the point of intersection at which Berlin’s visions of liberalism and nationalism meet, rendering both more complex than they appear at first glance. The following quote, taken from a lecture entitled “The Achievement of Zionism,” exemplifies this notion well, I think:

Nationalism often means the pathological condition of national consciousness when, for some reason, it becomes diseased and aggressive towards others. But in the Jewish case, all I mean is awareness of oneself as a community possessing certain internal bonds which are neither superior nor inferior but simply different in some respects from similar bonds which unite other nations. It does not preclude holding a large area of ideals in common with everyone else. This is the normal national consciousness defined by philosophers like Herder … [T]hey tried to say that, besides the basic desires of human beings for food, shelter, procreation and a minimum degree of liberty there is also the desire to belong to a community which they can regard as their own, in which they feel comfortable and in which they do not feel stared at by others, in which they do not constantly have to justify their existence. This was all that Zionism in its beginnings amounted to – normalisation.

Those of us familiar with Hans Kohn’s separation between eastern-ethnic and western-civic forms of nationalism can probably recognize the faint echoes of this famous dichotomy in Berlin’s words.
 This is not a coincidental similarity. Like Kohn, Berlin was also part of this Olympic gathering of intellectuals who treated nationality and nationalism, to use a witty remark by Ernst Gellner, as table wine, "-  i.e., good for you if taken in moderation, but harmful if used in excess."
 But what is not less significant is the peculiar way in which this Berlinian notion of “the need to belong,” which we find in many variations in Berlin’s writings, stands vis-à-vis his own notion of negative liberty. This conceptual juxtaposition, as we have already noted, is by no means natural an problem-free. It is here that we find Berlin demonstrating an “unhealthy tension,” to use the words of German contemporary philosopher Axel Honneth. Berlin, argued Honneth, is seeking to uphold both, concurrently:
 In a nutshell Berlin is simultaneously a wholehearted liberal and a wholehearted communitarian, without being aware of the instability to which this synthesis inevitably leads. […] Whereas the idea of negative freedom represents the epistemological consequence of the critique of rational monism, the idea of freedom as cultural belonging represents something like the normative precondition under which cultural pluralism can exist in a justified way.

Honneth was not the only one to read Berlin’s notion of the need to belong through a communitarian prism. Yael (“Yuli”) Tamir, one of Berlin’s last doctoral students, spoke of a “strange alliance” between Berlin the liberal and the Berlin who stressed the problematic nature of retaining one’s identity within the liberal framework. Tamir, in fact, considered her doktorvater a forerunner of the later discussions that “gather under the banner of the ‘politics of identity’ or ‘the politics of recognition’.”
  In this sort of reading the great liberal becomes a critic of Rawlsian-inspired liberal individualism and social atomism, a strong believer that no man is an island and that liberals’ Achilles’ heel is their tendency to overlook the particular and the concrete in the name of the universal and the abstract. There is also a hermeneutic side, so-to-speak, to this notion of belonging. "When men complain of loneliness,” Berlin argued in his autobiographical essay “The Three Strands in My Life,” 
what they mean is that nobody understands what they are saying: to be understood is to share a common past, common feelings and language, common assumptions, the possibility of intimate communication – in short, to share common forms of life. This is an essential human need: to deny it is a dangerous fallacy. To be cut off from one's familiar environment is to be condemned to wither.

There is more than a grain of truth to these interpretations. The trouble this communitarian reading of Berlin creates, nonetheless, is that it imposes on him a vocabulary, theoretical framework, concepts and sensibilities that were not available to him at the time he was formulating his own ideas. “I fear that being about to reach the age of 80…I doubt if I shall ever turn into a communitarian,” he told Beata Polanowska-Sygulska in 1989. “I don't think I am an isolated island, but I think that relationships in an archipelago are more human and morally and politically preferable to coral reefs with little organisms squeezed all together.”
 To understand these naturalistic metaphors, the recourse to Herderian notions of organic “natural” collectivity, and the selective embracement of volkish discourse, Berlin should be read, I believe, as a thinker standing astride a fault line that in itself developed historically during the 1930s and 40s, a fault line which separated Zionism from Liberalism. With one leg rooted in each political tradition, Berlin was motivated to philosophize politically precisely because the combination generated a dilemma; and when this dilemma, I argue, is contextualized historically, what is “Jewish” about Berlin’s philosophy becomes much clearer.

It is hard to pinpoint, however, a specific moment or event that pushed Berlin closer to Zionism. He was brought up in a family of Zionist sympathizers (his first childhood memory was of the wedding of his aunt Evgenia [“Zhenya”] to Yitzhak Sadeh, the future architect of the Palmach),
 and Berlin always assumed there was an obvious connection between his East-European-Jewish background and his decision to support this form of nationalism.
 Berlin repeatedly emphasized the fact that he had been mesmerized by Chaim Weizmann, the charismatic President of the World Zionist Organization, who, like Berlin, was also acutely aware of his Otherness – not only as a Jew within Gentile society, but also as an ostjude folksmensch who felt himself better attuned to the heartbeats of the Jewish masses that the members of the “grand duke” families, who had traditionally governed Anglo-Jewry.
 By the time the two met, sometime during the winter of 1938, Berlin had already been exposed to Zionist ideology and rhetoric, thanks mainly to the influence of his family as well as that of the Polish-born historian Ludwik Niemirowski (1888-1960), better known in England as Lewis B. Namier. Lewis Namier is important for purposes of our discussion because he was one of the key importers of the Zionist normalization discourse to the English-speaking world.
 And here we reach the second central concept that appears in the title of this paper.

Although Namier was one of Freud’s greatest admirers, his working definition of the concepts normality and normalization was taken from the Zionist lexicon and was described vividly in the introduction he wrote in October 1933 to the English translation of Arthur Ruppin's Die Soziologie der Juden (originally published two years earlier, in 1931).
 Normality, according to Namier, described a condition of "a nation rooted in its own soil…attachment to home and country [which] give a man the strength to fight.”
 Namier's definition was drawn directly from Ruppin, and Ruppin’s analysis rested upon several basic sociological-normative premises. Two of them were, in Ruppin’s words, that "normally everyone belongs to the community with which he feels closest united in language, culture, customs, and habits,” and secondly, that there is "a peculiar mentality which distinguishes [the Jews] from the other European nations.”
 The strong conviction that only attachment to their ancestral homeland would cure the Jews of their pathological and abnormal condition motivated Namier’s political Zionism. What echoed behind Namier's and Ruppin's conclusions alike was, among other things, Ferdinand Tönnies’ sociological typology that distinguished the “healthy” feelings of togetherness that characterize the organic communal Gemeinschaft existence from the alienated individuality of members of modern civil society, the Gesellschaft (1887).
 Following Ruppin's Zionist sociology and developing it, Namier stressed the abnormal quality of this condition to diagnose the condition of world Jewry as a whole. The following excerpt exemplifies this:

Our position in the world in anomalous, difficult, often ambiguous… [W]e must now undergo a fundamental process of economic re-orientation, but we have neither the resources of a State nor the place wherein to effect it…[O]ur foremost endeavour [English spelling] should be directed towards fighting 'Luftmensch' - this untranslatable term describes men without solid ground under their feet, without training or profession, without capital or regular employment, living in the air, and it would almost seem, on air.… 

The radical component in Namier's Zionism was his firm belief that this diseased condition characterized the condition of all Jews in the Diaspora - that is, not only those living in Russia or Poland or under oppressive regimes that deprived their Jewish minority of enlightenment and emancipation. Thus, the accusation of a “Galuth mentality” enabled Namier to mock also the leadership of Anglo-Jewry for being weak, “assimilationist” and too eager to please the Gentiles. Writing in 1933, as thousands of Jewish-German refugees began to flee Germany, Namier did not need to explain what he meant when describing the failure of assimilation. For him, "the question which the Jews must now ask themselves" - that is, all Jews living in the Diaspora - "is whether they can and should assume responsibility for bringing Jewish children into the world of the Galuth, to face a fate which seems to become worse every year.”
 Exactly because German Jewry was the most conspicuous vanguard of modernization among the Jews, this Jewish community, more than any other, epitomized for him a deep structural and moral flaw. 

Berlin embraced the normalization discourse, and would employ very similar ideas in the postwar years. The Cold War context should also be taken into consideration here, for much of his writings on the subject were highly critical of the Isaac Deutscher-inspired idea of the “non-Jewish Jew,”
 mocking Jewish communists who were eager to embrace the utopian idea of a classless cosmopolitan post-revolutionary world in which they would finally be unchained from their embarrassing ethno-national origins. His disgust at extreme assimilationism was far from being “politically correct,” to use the colloquial American expression, and in his essays on Jewish and Zionist issues he would describe this social trans-cultural practice using terms such as self-alienation, self-denial, and even the highly problematic notion of Jewish self-hatred.
 Berlin’s Lucien Wolf memorial lecture of December 1957 on Moses Hess provides a good example of this.
 Another example can be found in his 1968 essay on Disraeli and Marx in which, when criticizing assimilationist tendencies, he argued:
[I]t is a well-known neurosis in an age of nationalism in which self-identification with a dominant group becomes supremely important, but for some individuals, abnormally difficult… The baptized Jewish intellectual, still regarded as racially a Jew by his fellows, could not hope to be politically effective so long as nationalism remained a problem for him. It had somehow to be eliminated as an issue…[This explains why] Marx identified himself with a social force, the great international class of the disinherited workers, in whose name he could thunder his anathemas.
  

The discourse of Jewish normality and abnormality went, therefore, hand in hand not only with Berlin’s understanding of cultural nationalism and the need to belong, but also with his strong Cold War anticommunist beliefs. And if one reads carefully Berlin’s discussion of what he defined as “The Search for Status” – the title of the sixth section in his magisterial “Two Concepts of Liberty” – one finds Berlin arguing that “[t]he lack of freedom about which men or groups complain amounts, as often as not, to the lack of proper recognition,” once again defending – in liberal terms – the idea of belonging. What is significantly different about Berlin when compared to Namier and other advocates of the Jewish normalization discourse is that Berlin never accepted the notion of the negation of exile (שלילת הגלות), and the historical teleology it entailed. And here we reach the third concept that appears in the title of this paper – Berlin’s Diaspora Zionism.

To thoroughly understand Berlin’s Diaspora Zionism, I believe, we must briefly consider the way in which Berlin perceived liberty as an opportunity concept. I borrow the term opportunity concept from Charles Taylor and Tom Baldwin.
 Definition of freedom as an "opportunity concept," regards it as a condition in which one is hindered by the minimum possible constraints that may limit the range of choices available. "The more avenues man can enter, the broader those avenues, the more avenues that each opens into, the freer they are," argued Berlin. Although Negative Freedom and the "opportunity concept" are not identical, the emphasis placed on the absence of obstacles because it guarantees the free exercise of choice is crucial to our argument. In this sense, free choice and opportunity are one of the preconditions for achieving Berlin's cherished, correct and liberal negative liberty. "Political choice,” Berlin wrote in later years, “[is a condition in which] there are as many doors open for me to walk through as can be opened – freedom from interference, Negative Freedom.”
 

Interestingly, the place in which we find the first use of freedom as an opportunity concept is Berlin’s 1951 essay “Jewish Slavery and Emancipation,” which, in fact, is a bold pro-Zionist manifesto. Written for the Jewish Chronicle following a polemic with Arthur Koestler over the implications of the foundation of the State of Israel on world Jewry, one of the key arguments Berlin presented in that tract in order to legitimize Zionism was based precisely on this opportunity concept:

The creation of the State of Israel has rendered the greatest service that any human institution can perform for individuals – has restored to Jews not merely their personal dignity and status as human beings, but what is vastly more important, their right to choose as individuals how they shall live – the basic freedom of choice, the right to live or perish, go to the good or to the bad in one's own way, without which life is a form of slavery, as it has been, indeed, for the Jewish community for almost two thousand years.

If totalitarianism meant "denial to human beings of the possibility of choice,” Zionism had created a new situation in which the modern Jew has several paths that he may choose to follow, more than one alternative. More choice meant more freedom. And this was the achievement of Zionism. We see, then, that Berlin's opportunity concept crystallized and took shape out of the personal dilemmas, existential doubts and ideological queries he experienced in the 1940s, and especially those related to his Jewish Identity and ambivalent love affair with Zionism. 

Why is this so important? Because it predates Berlin’s famous “Two Concepts of Liberty.” It was not until 1958 that he would use a term such as “negative freedom.”
 Philosophically speaking, the “opportunity concept is the conditio sine qua non of negative freedom. It is an essential element and a basic preliminary condition to the achievement of negative freedom. Historically speaking, this was the beginning of that intellectual voyage which reached its peak with “Two Concepts” and ended in Berlin’s Pluralism. What I am trying to do as an intellectual historian is to reveal the particular historical situations and challenges that Berlin confronted in his formative years that led to this conceptualization. And in doing so I quickly discover that Berlin was reacting to an extremist form of Zionism forcing modern Jews to choose between two – and only two – possible courses of action: complete assimilation or Aliyah; that is, immigration to Israel out of Zionist ideology. 

This rigid “either-or” formulation, argued Berlin, took Jews back to square one. It eliminated the novel contribution Zionism had made to world Jewry in general: the possibility of every individual to choose how and where to live. After 1948 the Jew has the right to decide to live under the rule of an enlightened or un-enlightened non-Jewish sovereign, especially if this absolute ruler will never in fact interfere with Jewish autonomous life and thus will not transform the state of political and juridical dependence into a constraint on one's freedom. One can argue that this was Berlin's vision of British Libertarianism and Pluralism. Nevertheless, one can already recognize in this debate with Arthur Koestler – the author who, more than anyone else, provoked Berlin to write “Jewish Slavery and Emancipation” - Berlin's familiar tendency to identify freedom with the range of possible or alternative courses of action from which the individual can hypothetically choose; that is, a definition of liberty as an "opportunity-concept" rather than an "exercise-concept." By making the Zionist ideology too strong and arguing that citizenship in Israel is the single legitimate way for Jews to live after 1948, one not only creates what Berlin called a "petty tyranny," but also forces Jews to live only as members within a Jewish communal life. This reduction of plural possible courses of action to a single legitimate life pattern, argued Berlin, was not very different from forcing Jews to live in medieval segregated ghettos. 

By presenting such an argument Berlin had made a claim that is political as well as philosophical, one that neither extreme Zionists in the 1940s nor republican / neo-Roman theorists like Quentin Skinner and Phillip Petit today
 would willingly accept. It is based on the idea that living in a state of social or political dependence does not automatically restrict our options and thereby limit our freedom. Berlin's understanding of Weizmann's Zionism was based on similar principles: the creation of a Jewish national home is a noble cause worth fighting for because it would enable every individual Jew to choose freely, for the first time in modern history, whether he wishes to continue living among non-Jews – as Berlin himself chose to do – or to live as a member of a Jewish community and take a part in Jewish communal life. Weizmann himself was displeased by the fact that Berlin decided not to become an Israeli, but the notion that the creation of a Jewish State was a necessity, and the hope that it would also guarantee the emancipation of non-Zionist Jews, was an idea that both Berlin and Weizmann held.  Ironically, what made Zionism “kosher” is the fact that it was transforming the notorious “Jewish Question” from a collective and national problem into a personal and existential dilemma of the Jewish individual.
This formula is what I call Diaspora Zionism, and here we approach the conclusion of this paper. Diaspora Zionism, unlike what I would term “Palestino-centric Zionism,” is a view that does not require all Jews to abandon their communal life in Diaspora, make Aliyah and become Israelis. What the Zionist thinkers called "the negation of Galut" is absent in Diaspora Zionism. There is no historical teleology or secular Messianic imperative that emerges from this Zionism, according to which a mass voluntary migration of all Jewish communities in the Diaspora should accompany the establishment of a Jewish State. Fulfillment of the Zionist dream, in other words, did not, in Berlin’s view, contradict the continued existence of Jewish life outside the sovereign Jewish state. He never saw Diaspora communities as inferior types of Jewish existence, nor thought that they should disappear sooner or later. Nevertheless, unlike the Diaspora Nationalism of Simon Dubnow, or even the Bundist blend of Marxism and nationalism, Berlin's idea was compatible with traditional Zionism, accepted its basic axioms and was not its ideological competitor. In a way, it was a post-1945 version of what is known in Zionist history as Gegenwartsarbeit or "עבודת ההווה" (lit. “work of the present”), a notion that entered official Zionist ideology,
 so to speak, after 1905 and was not alien to the young Chaim Weizmann and the other members of the short-lived democratic faction. Nevertheless, context once again should be mentioned. It should be noted that the condition of Jews in 1905-6 was quite different to that of the post-1945 and post-1948 world, and I doubt whether we can find a direct genealogical route – in the Foucaultian sense – connecting Berlin to the Gegenwartsarbeit advocates.
My final point is that acceptance of these basic Zionist axioms was also Berlin’s point of departure from Cold War Liberalism. It was plainly clear that his vision of the tolerant western Open Society was much less utopian and far more sober, and even pessimistic. Berlin’s engagement with Zionism, in other words, notified his skeptical anti-utopian view of politics not less than his liberalism. I personally find it surprising that although so many people have written and continue to write about Berlin and his political thought, virtually none acknowledges how his acceptance of Zionists premises is connected to his rejection of the utopianism, universalism and monistic beliefs that he associated with the Enlightenment. The fact he was just about the only Cold War liberals to support Zionism and at the same time to believe seriously that Herder’s volksgeist and other “counter-Enlightenment” ideas were not entirely outdated, is not coincidental. In fact, Diaspora Zionism clearly mirrored Berlin's pluralistic worldview, for it was based on the idea that a non-hierarchical network of various Jewish communities, Israel being only one of them, could create a new situation in which the modern Jew had more options to choose from, and, hence, enjoyed greater freedom. Much has been written about this pluralism, but in the context of our current discussion it is crucial for me to note in conclusion that, although this philosophical formula helped Berlin as a political thinker, ambivalence regarding the personal and existential dilemma persisted. Conceiving of Jewishness as a deformity, and regarding the mental condition of the Diaspora Jew to be abnormal, Berlin eventually did believe that Zionism provided a cure to this abnormal condition. 

* I would like to thank Joshua L. Cherniss and James Chappel, my co-panelists for their cooperation and for stimulating conversations on the subject.
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