COMPARATIVE POLITICS AND THE
JEWISH POLITICAL EXPERIENCE

Zvi Gitelman

The study of Jewish political ideas, institutions and behavior has not
been incorporated into comparative politics, nor have the concepts and
tools of comparative politics been used to illuminate the Jewish political
experience. This article attempts to show how the study of the Jewish
political heritage, distinguished by longevity, adaptability, and the
development of both concepts and institutions worthy of study, could
enrich comparative politics. Similarly, using concepts such as national
integration, ethnopolitics, political culture, civil-military relations and
others may help us understand better the experience of Jews both in the
diaspora and in the State of Israel.

The study of Jewish political ideas, institutions and behavior could
enrich the field of comparative politics, and, on the other hand, anal-
ysis of the Jewish political traditions and its history could deepen our
understanding of the history and nature of Judaism and the Jewish peo-
ple. Such analysis has only just begun. Its first fruits hold out the
promise of a useful, intellectually rewarding enterprise. At the same
time, none of the major texts in comparative politics, nor any of the
outstanding monographs in the field, pays any attention to the Jewish
political tradition. This is an attempt to suggest in schematic form
some ways in which both our understanding of political phenomena and
of the Jewish people and its history might be enhanced by confronting
the field of comparative politics with that tradition.

The enterprise of comparative politics is an attempt to understand
political phenomena, such as institutions, processes, and behavior, by
gathering empirical information on political systems and trying to
extract from it the essence of how these phenomena work. The ultimate
aim is to identify the regularities in the workings of the political
world — what the Russians call “zakonomernosti.” For most political
scientists, this aim serves more as a heuristic device rather than as a
realizable goal. Nevertheless, the greater the number of “real world”
cases included in the evidentiary base, the more powerful the general-
izations arrived at. The case studies forming that evidentiary base can
be either contemporary, as most are, or historical.

Comparative politics therefore tries to achieve comprehensive-
ness, realism, and precision.! However, since political life is not
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conducted in controlled laboratory conditions, comparative politics
falls short in respect to all three goals. Our study of political systems is
constrained by limited access to information about contemporary
systems, let alone those systems which existed in the past. It is further
impeded by subjectivity and the intrusion of preconceptions, prejudices,
and personal preferences. The normative and the empirical are
probably more difficult to separate in political analysis than they are
in, say, biological or chemical analysis. Political studies are further
limited by the variability and unpredictability of human behavior.
These make it infinitely more difficult to measure, let alone predict,
political behavior than to measure and predict mathematical, physi-
cal, or even biological phenomena. Therefore, any body of evidence
that can be added to the store of our knowledge of politics is to be wel-
comed. That alone should be sufficient justification for studying the
Jewish political experience and adding our findings to the corpus of
political science. As Apter and Eckstein note, “The task of science is the
reasoned interpretation of experience through the discovery of valid
generalizations and the application of such generalizations to specific
events. Science seeks theoretical and useful knowledge, to which both
the unique and the familiar may contribute.”?

A more parochial reason for studying Jewish political ideas and
experiences is for Jews to understand themselves better. While some in-
sist on viewing Judaism as independent of historical and societal con-
text, most scholars would agree that it has evolved through interaction
with perhaps the widest variety of environments experienced by any
faith or ethnic group. Moreover, Jewish culture — perceptions and pat-
terned ways of doing things — has developed in confrontation with
other cultures, sometimes conflictual, sometimes cooperative. Judaism
and Jewish culture have retained their distinctive characteristics, and
have infused some of them into other religions and cultures, but they
have been influenced and shaped by them as well. In order to fully ap-
preciate why we think about the political world as we do, and why we
behave in it as we do, we must apply the concepts, insights, and tech-
niques of comparative politics, just as we would to any other social or
national group. As Dogan and Pelassy observe, “We gain knowledge
through reference....We compare to evaluate more objectively our
situation as individuals, a community, or a nation.”3

A third, compelling reason for examining Jewish political thought,
institutions and behavior is that these have been unusual and even
unique in significant ways. Both the “parochial” Jewish public as well
as the more general public could benefit by analysis of those unusual
features which have characterized the Jews. The most striking such
characteristic is the longevity, adaptability and survivability of a
people and a faith which began in the ancient Near East and which,
alone among the civilizations of that era and that area, has survived
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in recognizable form until this day. This occurred despite the fact that
the Hebrews (Jews) were far from the most powerful people of ancient
times and for most of their history have been inferior in numbers and
power to their neighbors and to peoples among whom they resided as a
minority. Presumably, social scientists would be interested in discover-
ing whether there is a “formula” which explains this survival;
whether it can be transferred and adapted to other peoples; and, if not,
what special circumstances explain this historical aberrant.

Before embarking on a study of the Jewish political experience, one
must define its parameters. For the purposes of this discussion, those
parameters will be set as widely as possible, encompassing periods of
Jewish political sovereignty as well as those where Jews lacked
political autonomy. The time period can extend from biblical times to
the present, and the geographical compass could include the political
experiences of Jews wherever they have lived in the course of the cen-
turies. This does not mean to imply that there have not been sharp
breaks in Jewish history or that there is a constant of uniquely Jewish
characteristics that makes its mark on all the experiences and at all
times. It merely suggests that there may be valuable lessons to be
learned, both by political scientists and by those interested in Jewish
history and culture, from the great variety of experiences in which Jews
have been involved. However, there is one rough way in which those
experiences can be usefully divided. It probably makes sense to examine
the Jewish political experience separately for those periods when the
Jews enjoyed political sovereignty, or even autonomy, and those when
they did not. The political tasks, assets and liabilities of a people are
quite different under these two sets of circumstances and call for a dif-
ferentiated treatment. The situation in which sovereignty is enjoyed
ought to be refined further, perhaps, into the first period of sovereignty
and the contemporary one.

The First Period of Sovereignty

One might set the boundaries of this era beginning with the forma-
tion of the Jewish people, continuing through the attainment of na-
tional self-consciousness and statehood, and ending with the definitive
loss of independence and the exile of the year 70. The biblical account
of the emergence of the Jewish (Hebrew) people is almost an anthropo-
logical textbook account of social evolution. One man, Abraham, begins
both a religion and a people. A nuclear family committed to that faith
evolves into an extended family which becomes a clan. A national
identity begins to emerge when the Israelites constitute a distinct
group, inhabiting a particular territory (Goshen), and set apart by
their religious, economic and perhaps linguistic characteristics, in a
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