STUDYING AND TEACHING JEWISH
POLITICAL STUDIES IN THE UNIVERSITY

Daniel J. Elazar

Jewish political studies is a neglected but extremely significant
dimension of Jewish life that needs to be explored. An understanding of the
influence of the Jewish political tradition on Jewish public affairs during
the epochs of Jewish national independence and communal self-government
can be useful in meeting problems of Jewish public affairs and communal
organization. The present exploration of Jewish phenomena from a politi-
cal science perspective began in the 1950s and has developed significantly
in recent decades. That exploration has developed a theoretical framework
that looks at the phenomenon of the Jewish polity at any time and in any
place. This framework rests upon the assumptions that the Jewish people is
a corporate entity by definition, that exploration of the Jewish polity can
be undertaken with the tools of political science, and that Jews have
continued to function as a polity throughout their history. The field that
has emerged from this exploration needs to be incorporated into the
teaching of both Jewish studies and political science.

Jewish political studies is one of the most recent fields to be sepa-
rately articulated within the framework of the historical and social
scientific study of the Jews. It is a field of both theoretical and practi-
cal interest. It should be noted at the very beginning that one of the
characteristics of Jewish political studies is that, while there is a very
strong contemporary dimension to it, it is historical as well. If one
studies the political phenomenon of the Jewish people — at any time,
at any place, under any circumstances — one looks at both classic texts
and the realia of human behavior in the same way that within politi-
cal science generally one looks at classical texts and political behavior.
It is this combination of textual and behavioral study that is the spe-
cial methodological contribution of Jewish political studies.

This is not the place for a full review of the development of the
field, although its intellectual antecedents are interesting in their own
right. As with most intellectual phenomena, the academy owes a sub-
stantial debt to historical events in the development of its own self-
articulation. Just as sociology grew out of attempts to systematize and
analyze the transforgnation of Jewish identity in the nineteenth cen-
tury, so Jewish political studies, it seems to me, in great measure stands

Jewish Political Studies Review 1:3—4 (Fall 1989)

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.72.230 on Sun, 2 Dec 2012 06:59:43 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions




2 Daniel |. Elazar

in debt to Zionism, to the reestablishment of the State of Israel, to the
conscious decision on the part of Jews to restore their own polity.

The contemporary expansion of Jewish and general scholarly inter-
ests combined with the changing conditions of Jewish life in the dias-
pora, the reestablishment of the State of Israel, and the awakening of
the Western concern with civilization outside of the Christian Euro-
pean mainstream gives new meaning to the pursuit of the political in
Jewish life and thought — a once flourishing field of concern in Jewish
tradition that had been more or less neglected as an intellectual disci-
pline in the immediate past. In fact, the programs of Jewish social and
historical research in the past four generations, among other accom-
plishments, has revealed the existence of a continuous thread of
political concerns in Jewish life from the earliest days of the formation
of the Israelite tribal federation to the present.

The Jewish people continued to exist as a polity throughout the
years of exile and dispersion. Nevertheless, in terms of conscious per-
ceptions of matters political, the field emerged because of the decision
on the part of large numbers of contemporary Jews to become political
Jews, and not just as individuals, in their respective societies. The
Zionist revolution, the establishment of the State of Israel and the
carry-over in the diaspora, particularly the United States, some
twenty years after the establishment of the State of Israel, gave all
this an additional impetus. Indeed, we see this reflected in Jewish
historiography. The works of Yitzhak Baer and Ben-Zion Dinur were
part of the prologue to this perception because in a sense they turned
the study of Jewish history in a Zionist direction. They looked at the
ways in which Jews functioned as communities, as polities, under the
various conditions of exile and dispersion, not only finding that this
was not contradictory to Zionist aspirations but indeed reinforcing them
from their respective points of view. Another part of the prologue to
Jewish political studies as an articulated field was what was
developing in the social sciences and in Jewish sociology in particular.

What do we mean when we define “Jewish political studies” as a
field, and what are its concerns? Politics itself is concerned with both
power and justice, with who gets what, when, and how (in the words of
Harold Lasswell), and the search for the good political order. Jews
share these concerns when they function as a corporate body as well as
in their individual capacities. Political or public concerns are those in-
volving the community as a whole, the collective interests of people
living in the community, activities in society that have a communal
bent or character, and the concerns of individuals insofar as they relate
to community life and interests. While acknowledgement of some dis-
tinction between public and private concerns is crucial, it is equally
clear that no sharp division between the two spheres can ever be
drawn, even for reasons of convention. Rather, Jewish life can be
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conceived as revolving around a core of clearly political concerns, e.g.,
the life of the congregation or the provision of certain public services,
surrounded by concentric circles of concern that move out toward the
private realm and into a grey area of matters that can be considered
“public” for some purposes, and “private” for others.

The delineation of Jewish political studies raises certain addi-
tional problems by virtue of its Jewish aspect. In the Western world,
where the separation between public and private starts from firmly
established premises and the political and the religious aspects of life
are separated with equal clarity, public affairs soon resolves itself into
questions of the immediately or essentially political. Within the
framework of Jewish civilization, however, the distinctions between
public and private, political and religious, are substantially blurred.
Moreover, the lack of clearly political institutions to help set the for-
mal boundaries of public affairs (at least in the diaspora) requires ex-
amination of Jewish social and communal life with a more careful and
penetrating eye. Here, the present state of our knowledge of things
political gives us an advantage over preceding generations. Social
scientists have discovered in Afro-Asian cultures blurrings of public and
private, political and religious, similar to those found in Jewish life,
that give us some new points of comparison.

In sum, intellectual concern for and understanding of political mat-
ters deserves to be elevated to a prominent position in the academic
community. In part, this is simply a matter of recognizing and analyz-
ing the political dimension always present in a tradition devoted to
the creation of the good commonwealth here on earth. For, indeed,
there is a neglected but extremely significant Jewish contribution to
world political ideas and institutions that deserves to be explored and
perhaps further developed for our own and future times. The role of
Jewish political ideas in the formation of the United States is a case in
point. Beyond that, Jewish ideas have played a special role in the de-
velopment of the federal principle. There is every reason to believe
that these influences persist and are now being supplemented by insti-
tutional ones as well.

Furthermore, an understanding of the influence of Jewish political
ideas on Jewish public affairs during the epochs of Jewish national in-
dependence and communal self-government can be useful in our efforts to
meet the problems of Jewish public affairs and communal organization
in the State of Israel and in the voluntary communities of the contem-
porary diaspora.

The first task in the development of Jewish political studies as a
field was the identification of its content and concern from both an his-
torical and an analytical perspective. We began with the following
broad questions:
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— What are the central matters of concern in Jewish political studies?
To what extents are they to be found universally in the Jewish experi-
ence?

— How has Jewish political thought treated the fundamental ques-
tions of political life?

— What principles have animated Jewish community organization and
government? How have they been developed and applied in various
Jewish communities throughout Jewish history?

— What conceptions of the good commonwealth have been developed
from Jewish sources? What kinds of impact have they had? What role
can they play in the world scene today?

Exploration of Jewish phenomena from a political science perspec-
tive began in the 1920s in a sporadic way, initiated by such scholars as
Hans Kohn and Leo Strauss. A group of younger political scientists be-
gan working on Jewish issues as political scientists in the 1960s. They
organized what became the Center for Jewish Community Studies in
1970 and ultimately the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs in 1976.
They also introduced university courses in the field in that period. The
first course, to the best of this writer’s knowledge, was a graduate sem-
inar that Gerald Blidstein and Daniel J. Elazar gave at Temple Uni-
versity in 1970. Charles Liebman, Eliezer Don-Yehiya, and Elazar be-
gan the development of a substantial program at Bar-Ilan University
shortly thereafter. Dan Segre and Avraham Wolfensohn introduced
courses at Haifa University at approximately the same time. Within a
decade, courses were being offered at some ten institutions of higher
education in Israel and the United States. Today courses in Jewish
political studies are offered at Baltimore Hebrew University (Robert
Freedman); Bar-Ilan University, where it is possible to specialize in
Jewish political studies at the M.A. and Ph.D. levels; Brandeis Uni-
versity (in two separate departments); Brown University, initiated by
Alan Zuckerman; City University of New York; Gratz College in
Philadelphia, pioneered by Rela Geffen Monson; Haifa University,
where there is a chair of Jewish political studies; Harvard University;
Hebrew College in Boston; Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion, Los Angeles; the Jewish Theological Seminary; the Midrasha
College of Jewish Studies in Detroit; New York University; Queens
College; SUNY-Binghamton; Syracuse University; Temple University
in Philadelphia; the University of California — Berkeley and UCLA.
The Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University, and Ben-Gurion Univer-
sity offer related courses under different rubrics. In France, there are
courses at the University of Paris. There is reason to believe that there
will be additional courses offered at these and other institutions over
the next several years. In addition, many courses in Jewish history and
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sociology include materials on Jewish political studies without actu-
ally identifying the courses as being within that field.

There were two intellectual turning points in the shaping of the
field. One was the convening of a seminar at Lavi in 1975 under the
auspices of the Kotler Institute of Judaism and Contemporary Thought
and with the cooperation of the Center for Jewish Community Studies,
which examined the Jewish political tradition and its contemporary
manifestations. That seminar produced a volume entitled Kinship and
Consent: The Jewish Political Tradition and its Contemporary Uses. In.
the summer of 1981, the Center for Jewish Community Studies inau;u-
rated the Workshop on the Study and Teaching of the Jewish Politicas
Tradition which led to the preparation of additional materials, in-
cluding The Jewish Polity: Jewish Political Organization from Biblical
Times to the Present, and to the introduction of new courses in the field.
In 1983, that Workshop became part of the program of the Interna-
tional Center for the University Teaching of Jewish Civilization and
has met annually ever since.

The Workshop in the University Teaching of Jewish Political
Studies has focused on and helped foster study and teaching in this
emerging field. Over 75 political scientists, legal scholars, philoso-
phers, sociologists, and historians from North and South America, Eu-
rope, Africa, Asia, and Australia have participated in the workshops.
Workshops have been devoted to “Jewish Political Studies as a Field
of Inquiry,” “Expression of the Jewish Political Tradition,” “Critical
Issues in Jewish Political Life,” “External and Internal Influences on
Modes of Jewish Political Expression,” “Integrating Jewish Political
Studies into the General Political Science Program,” “The Influence of
the Jewish Political Tradition in the Modern State of Israel,” and “The
Constitutional Documents of Contemporary Jewry.”

One other factor of importance is that Jewish political studies as a
discipline has found a profession with which to relate and with which
to interact, the emergent profession of Jewish communal service,
particularly but not exclusively in the United States. While Jewish
political studies was developing and being articulated as a separate
discipline in Jewish studies, the social workers in the communal agen-
cies of the United States who had become federation workers rather
than, say, center workers or family service workers, began to detach
themselves from their social work colleagues, at least to the extent of
defining themselves as a sub-field of Jewish communal service. They
created a professional association — the Association of Jewish
Communal Organization Professionals (AJCOP) — and several profes-
sional schools to provide training for people planning to enter the field,
some of which were tied closely to social work, but others of which
sought a new direction by the name of communal service.
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