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Advance Praise for

FROM YAHWEH TO ZION

There is no question of the extraordinary gifts and achievements of the Jewish people and of their enormous contribution to
American culture and intellectual life. Also, we all know that Zionists play a large role in United States in the media, in finance,
and in international policy. In addition we know that there is rather tight censorship with respect to what may be said about these
matters without ad hominen response. The fact of Gentile crimes against Jews throughout history is used to justify this
censorship, much, but not all, of which is self-imposed. In my view, through their role in this censorship, Jews are paving the way
for the rise of anti-Jewish feeling and perhaps much worse.

This book may be simply dismissed as anti-Jewish, but it would be far better to engage it in a scholarly, rather than an ad
hominem, way. Instead of discouraging scholars from considering the evidence of Jewish crimes, I wish that Jewish scholars
would support freedom of inquiry and explain their reasons for disagreeing in open discussion. Otherwise those of us who seek
uncensored truth may be misled by errors and exaggerations in what is usually hidden from us and is presented only at the
margins of our society.

Much in this book is offensive to Christians and Muslims as well as to Jews. As a Christian, however, I find the offense to be
a stimulus to fresh thinking and repentance. What is selected to be said about us is certainly not the inclusive truth. But it has its
truth, and the truth it has should not be neglected.

—John B. Cobb, Jr., founding co-director, Center for Process Studies

Cutting against the grain of today’s Judeo-Christian confusion, which is so emblematic of our fearful, submissive era, Laurent
Guyenot dares to take up the Jewish question, complex and explosive as it is, from the perspective of a conscientious yet fearless
historian.

—Alain Soral, founder, Egalité et Réconcilation

A profound historical study of Judaic exceptionalism. It identifies the cultural and religious roots of Jewish power and Zionist
hegemony. Laurent Guyénot’s understanding of Jewish religion is mind blowing. This book is essential for the understanding of
Jewish politics.

—Gilad Atzmon, author, The Wandering Who?
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PREFACE

The book you are about to read is a major contribution not only to that overspecialized field
known as the History of Religions, but also to its more generalized sibling, the History of Ideas.
It is cultural critique of the first order. It is timely, of such relevance to current events as can
hardly be overstated. And yet it could never be published by a major publishing house in any
English-speaking country.

Why not? After all, in our Brave New World, destructive criticism of almost everything
under the sun is permissible, if not encouraged or even required. Brutal, not particularly
sophisticated attacks on Islam, Christianity, religion in general, the Pope, Mother Theresa, public
decency, and indeed almost every traditional value are ubiquitous, regularly appearing in
publishers’ catalogues and bestseller lists, and assigned as required reading in universities and
book clubs. How, in such an anything-goes atmosphere, can a scholarly interpretation of
ideological history be so controversial as to be virtually unpublishable? How can a book about
the history of the idea of God pose such problems in the year of our Lord 2018?

The answer is simple: This book traces the evolution of the concept of God through its
relationship to Jewish tribal power. And the rulers of our Western world have made one thing
abundantly clear: though God may be criticized, Jewish power must not be.

But what is Yahweh, the earliest known God of the Abrahamic monotheists and their
descendants, if not an embodiment and representation of Jewish tribal power in general, and that
of Jewish elites in particular? How can we think about what monotheism means in the era of the
clash of civilizations without considering this foundational question?

In From Yahweh to Zion, Laurent Guyénot uncovers a mind-virus endemic to Judaism, yet
present to greater or lesser degrees in Christianity and Islam as well: a conception of God that
stubbornly clings to tribalism and all that it entails, rather than surrendering absolutely to
universalism. This misconception of God as tribal shibboleth provides a powerful weapon in the
ideological arsenals of unscrupulous elites, whether Jewish, Christian, or Muslim. And it may
have mutated and hidden itself inside the secularist fundamentalisms that are substitute religions
for the modern educated classes.

When an Iraqi Muslim bombs innocent civilians in a mosque or market, an American
Christian flies a drone bomb into a wedding party in Afghanistan, or a secular French policeman
forces a Muslim woman to remove her one-piece bathing suit, we may detect an atavistic
tribalism driving the perpetrators of these acts to defile, subjugate, or destroy other peoples and
their gods, as per the orders of the Old Testament god Yahweh. For though not all ethnocentric
intolerance derives from Yahweh—such episodes have occurred in the histories of all peoples—
the Yahwist cult has left its mark on the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic worlds, and thereby on
the world at large, in an especially destructive way. Outbreaks of Old Testament fundamentalism
have correlated with many of our worst conquests, subjugations, and genocides—from the Wars
of Religion to the Native American holocaust to the settler colonial annihilations and
subjugations of the peoples of Africa, Australia and New Zealand, and (more recently) Palestine.
And in today’s postreligious age—unofficially inaugurated by what National Medal of Science
winner Lynn Margolis called the “most successful and most perverse publicity stunt in the
history of public relations” on September 11, 2001—a hidden Yahwism seems to guide the
hands of allegedly secular elites as they plot their new crusades.

Recognizing our own implication in such ideas and events can be difficult, even painful. But
it may also be necessary. Having come to Islam in 1993, and adopted its revisionist account of
Old Testament folklore and mythology as my own, I find Guyénot’s critique of Yahwism



disquieting and challenging. But I also find it useful, especially in understanding my
coreligionists’ lapses into tribalism and intolerance. ISIS, which lashes out at other religious
approaches and their adherents as if they were false gods and idolaters, is a facile example. But
many mainstream Muslims who would never dream of joining ISIS sometimes act as though
fellow Muslims who take a slightly different path to God are mushrikin (idol worshippers) rather
than coreligionists and fellow human beings. The takfiris of ISIS and similar groups mirror the
self-righteous, Yahwistic sides of ourselves.

Though Guyénot’s argument could easily be caricatured as simplistically antimonotheistic
and propolytheistic, I would not subscribe to that reading. Guyénot draws a portrait of Yahweh
as psychopathic father whose war on idolatry amounts to an amoral, self-aggrandizing extinction
of the other. Though such a reading may be largely warranted by the Old Testament and the
Talmud, I don’t think it applies to the monotheistic religions of Christianity or Islam, at least not
to the same degree. And there are aspects of Biblical tradition that cut in the opposite direction,
notably those highlighted by René Girard in numerous writings such as The Scapegoat (1986).

Girard suggests that monotheism’s anti-idolatry impetus stems largely from its half-
conscious understanding that polytheistic “religions” are, in the final analysis, cults of human
sacrifice. Thus, according to the Girardian reading, the story of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of his
son is less about inculcating blind obedience to Yahweh than about ending the polytheistic pagan
practice of sacrificing one’s own children to the likes of Moloch. We could extend Girard’s
insight to encompass Muhammad’s war on Meccan idolaters who buried their baby girls alive
and sacrificed to monstrous gods around a defiled Kaaba in search of wealth and power for
themselves and their cronies.

Such practices still exist, though they are no longer widespread. In today’s North and West
Africa, the practice of human sacrifice to gods or jinn by people seeking wealth and power
continues on the margins of society, where it has been consigned by the reigning monotheism.
Similar abominations apparently persist among so-called dark shamans in parts of Latin America
as well as in the satanic cults of Europe and America. Such are the “idol worshippers” denigrated
in the most reliable monotheistic scripture, in my view, the Holy Qur’an.

But if there is a positive or at least defensible side to monotheism’s hostility to polytheism
and idolatry, it does not form part of Guyénot’s analysis in this book—which could be accused
of one-sidedness in other ways as well. For example: Where, one may ask, are the countless
examples of noble, selfless Jewish behavior? What about all the wonderful Jewish high achievers
in science and the arts? Where are the standard accounts of the endless gratuitous persecutions
Jews have suffered everywhere they have settled? Is there not at least some truth to the
stereotype of the Jew as eternal victim?

The answer to such objections is simple: Those stories have been endlessly told and retold in
all the dominant media of the postwar West. Yet nowhere are they questioned; nowhere are
alternative accounts proposed; nowhere are the viewpoints of those who found themselves in
conflict with Jewish tribalism given fair consideration. Every historical conflict between Jews
and goyim is assumed to be the fault of the goyim. If a man quarrels with everyone in his life—
his neighbors, his boss, his coworkers, those he meets on the street—and then insists that all of
those people are persecuting him for no reason whatsoever, few of us would take him at his
word. Yet we unquestioningly accept such interpretations of interactions between Jewish and
non-Jewish communities, whether due to lack of curiosity or fear: fear of being called names, of
being socially ostracized, of possibly even being deprived of our livelihood.

It is long past time to stop fearing and start thinking. This book’s task is to provide a



plausible revisionist interpretation of critically important questions, not to echo conventional
tropes in hopes of appearing “fair and balanced.” By venturing boldly into forbidden territory,
Laurent Guyénot forces us to think, freshly and critically, in a way that our culture habitually
deems off-limits. A staunch antiracist, Guyénot makes it abundantly clear that he is critiquing
ideas, not biology. And unlike much of the shrill, even hysterical “anti-Semitic” writing lurking
in disreputable corners of the internet, this book is far less tendentious than the dominant
discourse it critiques. Fair-minded yet unflinching, it is a magisterial work by an uncommonly
erudite historian, and deserves the widest possible readership.
—Kevin Barrett



INTRODUCTION

“The destiny of the Jewish people appears to the historian as a paradoxical and incredible
phenomenon, almost beyond comprehension. It is unique and without equivalent in the history of
mankind,” writes French author Alexandre Roudinesco.! Such commonplace assertions are hard
to refute.

To explain what makes the Jewish people so special, and Jewish identity so enduring,
without resorting to the notion of divine election, one has to agree that the Bible has played a
major role. (I use the word “Bible” for the Jewish Tanakh, the Old Testament of the Christians.)
Jews around the world have drawn from the Bible pride in their history and confidence in their
destiny, no matter what hardship they may endure.

Whether Jewishness is defined as religious or ethnic, its roots are in the Bible. Therefore, its
essence must be sought there. Whether he has read it or not, whether he judges it historical or
mythical, every Jew ultimately bases his Jewishness on the Bible—or whatever he knows about
the Bible. This venerable corpus—which includes the five “Books of Moses” (the Pentateuch, or
Torah), the Historical Books, and the Prophets—constitutes the unshakable foundation of both
Jewish religion and Jewish identity. (The Talmud is only a commentary on the Bible, and does
not fundamentally alter its core ideology). From a religious viewpoint, the Bible preserves the
memory and the essence of the Covenant with God that the believer internalizes. From an ethnic
viewpoint, the Bible is the foundational collective memory of the Jewish people, and the pattern
by which Jews interpret their whole subsequent history (the Dispersion, the Holocaust, the
rebirth of Israel, and so on). Any nation is a narration, and what makes the Jewish nation special
is ultimately what makes the biblical narration special. The Bible has always been the “portable
fatherland” of the Diaspora Jews, as Heinrich Heine once put it. But it also became and has
remained the heart of Israel, whose founders did not give it any other Constitution.

It is true that the earliest prophets of political Zionism—Moses Hess (Rome and Jerusalem,
1862), Leon Pinsker (Auto-Emancipation, 1882), and Theodor Herzl (The Jewish State, 1896)—
did not draw their inspiration from the Bible, but rather from the great nationalist spirit that
swept through Europe at the end of the nineteenth century. Pinsker and Herzl actually cared little
whether the Jews colonized Palestine or any other region of the globe; the former considered
land in North America, while the latter contemplated Argentina and later Uganda. More
important still than nationalism, what drove these intellectual pioneers was the persistence of
Judeophobia or anti-Semitism: Pinsker, who was from Odessa, converted to Zionism during the
pogroms that followed the assassination of Alexander II; Herzl, at the height of the Dreyfus
affair. Pinsker, a medical doctor, regarded Judeophobia as a hereditary and incurable “disease
transmitted for two thousand years,” and he characterized the Jews as “the people chosen for
universal hatred.”? The most recent manifestation of anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany was the
justification for the creation of Israel in 1948. And it is still today one of the pillars of Jewish
identity throughout the world, as documented in Yoav Shamir’s excellent film Defamation
(2009). Indeed, since the end of the 1960s the Holocaust has become the source of a new secular
version of the Election—the belief that Jews are God’s chosen people. Yet, as we shall see, the
Holocaust resonates deeply with the Bible.

Fundamentally, as its very name indicates, Zionism is a biblically inspired project: Zion is a
name used for Jerusalem by biblical prophets. Although officially a secular ideology, Zionism
was, from the start, biblical to the core. Avigail Abarbanel makes the point in a text meant to
explain to Israelis why she has given up her Israeli citizenship: “Let’s say you did ‘return home’
as your myths say, that Palestine really was your ancestral home. But Palestine was fully



populated when you started to covet it. In order to take it for yourself you have been following
quite closely the biblical dictate to Joshua to just walk in and take everything. You killed, you
expelled, you raped, you stole, you burned and destroyed and you replaced the population with
your own people. I was always taught that the Zionist movement was largely non-religious (how
you can be Jewish without Jewish religion is perplexing in itself). For a supposedly non-religious
movement it’s extraordinary how closely Zionism—your creator and your blueprint—has
followed the Bible. Of course you never dare to critique the stories of the Bible. Not even the
secular amongst you do that. None of my otherwise good teachers at my secular schools ever
suggested that we question the morality of what Joshua did. If we were able to question it, the
logical next step would have been to question Zionism, its crimes, and the rightness of the
existence of our very own state. No, we couldn’t be allowed to go that far. It was too dangerous.
That would risk the precarious structure that held us in place.”

The founders of the Yishuv (Jewish communities settled in Palestine before 1947) and later
the founders of the new State of Israel were steeped in the Bible. From their point of view,
Zionism was the logical and necessary end of Yahwism. In Ben-Gurion, Prophet of Fire (1983),
the biography of the man described as “the personification of the Zionist dream,” Dan Kurzman
entitles each chapter with a Bible quote. The preface begins like this: “The life of David Ben-
Gurion is more than the story of an extraordinary man. It is the story of a biblical prophecy, an
eternal dream. [...] Ben-Gurion was, in a modern sense, Moses, Joshua, Isaiah, a messiah who
felt he was destined to create an exemplary Jewish state, a ‘light unto the nations’ that would
help to redeem all mankind.” For Ben-Gurion, Kurzman writes, the rebirth of Israel in 1948
“paralleled the Exodus from Egypt, the conquest of the land by Joshua, the Maccabean revolt.”
Yet Ben-Gurion had no religious inclination; he had never been to the synagogue, and ate pork
for breakfast. He liked to say that “God did not choose Israel; Israel chose God,” and he quoted
Joshua 24:22 to back it. According to the rabbi leading the Bible study group that he attended,
Ben-Gurion “unconsciously believed he was blessed with a spark from Joshua’s soul.” He had
been captivated by ancient history since his childhood, and changed his name David Griin to that
of a Jewish general fighting the Romans. “There can be no worthwhile political or military
education about Israel without profound knowledge of the Bible,” he used to say.? He wrote in
his diary in 1948, ten days after declaring independence, “We will break Transjordan [Jordan],
bomb Amman and destroy its army, and then Syria falls, and if Egypt will still continue to fight
—we will bombard Port Said, Alexandria and Cairo,” then he adds: “This will be in revenge for
what they (the Egyptians, the Aramis and Assyrians) did to our forefathers during biblical
times.” Three days after the Israeli invasion of the Sinai in 1956, he declared before the Knesset
that what was at stake was “the restoration of the kingdom of David and Solomon.”¢

Prophecy is part of the biblical mindset. In a statement published in the magazine Look on
January 16, 1962, Ben-Gurion predicted that in the next twenty-five years: “All armies will be
abolished, and there will be no more wars. In Jerusalem, the United Nations (a truly United
Nations) will build a Shrine of the Prophets to serve the federated union of all continents; this
will be the seat of the Supreme Court of Mankind, to settle all controversies among the federated
continents, as prophesied by Isaiah.”” That program is running late, but it has not changed. How
could it? It is printed in Isaiah! Christians find hope in the prophecy that, one day, people “will
hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into sickles. Nations will not lift sword
against nation, no longer will they learn how to make war” (Isaiah 2:4). But more important to
Zionists are the previous verses, which describe these messianic times as a Pax Judaica, when
“all the nations” will pay tribute “to the mountain of Yahweh, to the house of the god of Jacob,”



when “the Law will issue from Zion and the word of Yahweh from Jerusalem,” so that Yahweh
will “judge between the nations and arbitrate between many peoples.”

Ben-Gurion’s attachment to the Bible was shared by almost every Zionist leader of his
generation and the next. Moshe Dayan, the military hero of the 1967 Six-Day War, wrote a book
entitled Living with the Bible (1978) in which he biblically justified the annexation of new
territory. Even the nuclear policy of Israel has a biblical name: the Samson Option. On March 3,
2015, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu dramatized in front of the American Congress his
deep phobia of Iran by referring to the biblical book of Esther (the only Bible story that makes no
mention of God). It is worth quoting the heart of his rhetorical appeal for a US strike against
Iran: “We’re an ancient people. In our nearly 4,000 years of history, many have tried repeatedly
to destroy the Jewish people. Tomorrow night, on the Jewish holiday of Purim, we’ll read the
book of Esther. We’ll read of a powerful Persian viceroy named Haman, who plotted to destroy
the Jewish people some 2,500 years ago. But a courageous Jewish woman, Queen Esther,
exposed the plot and gave the Jewish people the right to defend themselves against their enemies.
The plot was foiled. Our people were saved. Today the Jewish people face another attempt by yet
another Persian potentate to destroy us.”® Netanyahu managed to schedule his address to the
Congress on the eve of Purim, which celebrates the happy end of the book of Esther—the
slaughter of 75,000 Persians, women and children included. This recent and typical speech by
the head of the State of Israel is clear indication that the behavior of that nation on the
international scene cannot be understood without a deep inquiry into the Bible’s underlying
ideology. Such is the main objective of this book.

The first three chapters probe the heart of the Hebrew Bible. They set out to extract its
ideological substratum, unveiling the process by which Yahweh, through the voices of his
priests, prophets, and scribes (the “cognitive elite”)? shaped the vision and collective psychology
of his chosen people. Christians have their own reading and particular conception of the Old
Testament—a “religious,” second-degree reading—that differs from the Jewish reading, and that
impedes their understanding of Jewish identity. We must consider the biblical tradition in its
original context in order to grasp its revolutionary and corrosive character.

Chapter 4 then examines the genesis of Christianity and its medieval evolution, while chapter
5 analyzes the evolution of the Jewish people in its relation to Christendom. The major turning
point of this story is the expulsion of Sephardic Jews from the Iberian Peninsula in the fifteenth
century, and their forced mass conversions to Christianity, followed by the pitiless hunt for the
“false Christians” thus generated. These traumatic events radicalized Jewish anti-Christianity,
and played a critical role in the upheaval of the old world, as Jewish historians alone have
correctly apprehended. Chapters 6 through 9 shed light on world events from the nineteenth to
the twenty-first centuries by focusing on the influence of Ashkenazi Jews in Central and Western
Europe and then in North America. The “deep history” of networks, secret diplomacy,
clandestine operations, psychological warfare, and propaganda reveals the decisive steps in this
process, which launched a struggle for the soul and destiny of humanity. This book will highlight
a “project” that has been ongoing for over a hundred years, marked by four world wars and
culminating in the programmed destruction of the Arab-Muslim Middle East, the final
installment. The two concluding chapters (10 and 11) provide a summary and synthesis,
proposing theoretical models capable of handling the empirical data, and presenting a conception
of history that recognizes the crucial role played by the Jewish people. These chapters, like the
preceding ones, will rely mainly on Jewish authors, whose views on these questions are often
much more relevant than those of conventional non-Jewish historians.



This book is a critical approach to “Jewishness” as a system of thought—a representation of
the world and the self—essentially an idea. I am critiquing this idea by exposing its dangerous
irrationality, nothing more. Even if it were as old as the world, any idea would deserve critique.
Since the first victims of a toxic idea are the men and women who believe it, they are the first |
wish to help liberate. Trying to understand Jewishness entails dealing with the nature of the
Election, the Holocaust, and Israel, for they are the three “invisible walls™ of the “Jewish prison,”
according to French journalist Jean Daniel’s personal testimony.X If there is a moral judgment in
the following pages, it is directed at the elite who have built this prison throughout the ages, and
kept its key.

For today, just like yesterday, Jewishness is an identity shaped by the elite, as it has always
been. The dominant ideology among world Jewry is, by definition, the ideology imposed by the
dominant Jews, the cultural and religious elite intimately associated with the political and
financial elite. “The evils of Israel are the evils of leadership,” wrote Jewish publisher Samuel
Roth in Jews Must Live: An Account of the Persecution of the World by Israel on All the
Frontiers of Civilization (1934). He blames all the suffering of the Jews on “the stupendous
hypocrisy and cruelty imposed upon us by our fatal leadership.” “Beginning with the Lord God
of Israel Himself, it was the successive leaders of Isracl who one by one foregathered and guided
the tragic career of the Jews—tragic to the Jews and no less tragic to the neighboring nations
who have suffered them. [...] despite our faults, we would never have done so much damage to
the world if it had not been for our genius for evil leadership.” This book will show that the
submission of the Jewish people to the self-proclaimed representatives of Yahweh—and to their
ideology— is the essence of biblical ethics. Even though the biblical narrative itself presents the
Hebrew people as often rebellious and reverting to their “abominable” natural leaning toward
fraternization with their neighbors, Yahwist ideology, which forbids intermarriage with the
goyim, always seems to have the final say.

Today, under the influence of a new elite, composed mostly of sons and grandsons of rabbis,
Jewishness tends to merge with Zionism. Being Jewish had always been synonymous with being
part of “Israel,” but now “Israel” has taken on a new meaning. Jewish identity is no longer
defined as belonging to a people or a religion, but as loyalty to a particular Middle Eastern state.
The efforts of Jewish authorities to condemn anti-Zionism as a disguise for anti-Semitism (Israel
has become “the Jew of nations,” claims Paul Giniewski in Antisionisme: le nouvel
antisémitisme, 1973) are only the counterpart of their efforts to convince all Jews that Zionism is
a nonnegotiable part of their Jewishness. When Rabbi Josy Eisenberg writes in an editorial for
the French magazine L 'Information juive, “Except for a few Jews—alas sometimes negationists
—Ilove for the State of Israel is today the only common point of all Jews,” he means it less as an
observation than as an injunction: each Jew is required to love Israel or he will be deemed traitor
to his own Jewish identity, that is, a “self-hating Jew.” At minimum, adds Eisenberg, “there is
today a moral imperative not to add our voice to the detractors of Israel, and to always temper
our critiques.”?

I do not ignore the fact that, like the ghettos of bygone days, the “Jewish prison” has also
been a refuge. As an even greater paradox, it can be argued that the prison has incited great
creativity among the prisoners most determined to free themselves; true freedom is, perhaps,
only available through escape. If so many Jews have left their mark on worldwide cultural
history, it is obviously not in spite of their Jewishness. Instead it is often in an antagonistic
relationship to it, or at least in a determined effort to move beyond it. These Jewish geniuses are
very different from the communitarian elites, even though the latter try to appropriate and profit



from the posthumous fame of the former. The archetypal example is Baruch Spinoza,
excommunicated by the rabbis during his lifetime, now lionized as the greatest Jewish thinker.
Almost without exception, the Jewish geniuses have been anticommunitarian, critical of Judaism,
and, in the twentieth century, anti-Zionist. Today the Jewish mental prison consisting of
victimization (Holocaust worship and fear of anti-Semitism) and guilt (blackmail-driven loyalty
to Israel) has become so oppressive that those who wish to escape must first exhaust themselves
breaking down the walls.

This book is, above all, the result of a sincere effort at cognitive empathy. I have read from a
wide range of schools of thought, but among them I have given the greatest importance to Jewish
writings. These have greatly influenced my vision of Jewish culture and its worldwide impact,
leaving me today with the dispassionate conviction that Judaism and the Jewish people have
been, throughout history, in their very antagonism to Gentile cultures, and sometimes in a brutal
and tragic way, a dynamic factor of evolution. No Christian, indeed, could deny that fact without
ignoring Jesus’s background.

This book will deal with Judaism, the Jewish people, Jewish history, Jewishness, and Jewry
(the Jewish community). I adopt for all these terms nominalist definitions, the only ones that
suffer no objection: “A Jew is a person who considers him/herself a Jew and is so considered by
others,” to quote Raphael Patai.l? Likewise, Jewishness is nothing but what Jews think of it. I am
dealing with these notions exclusively from a cognitive viewpoint; my research is about beliefs,
ideology, mental frameworks, and representations. For example, the fact that the majority of
modern Jews define their Jewishness as ethnic rather than religious is, from the standpoint
adopted here, a cognitive fact, nothing more. Whether genetic studies prove them right or wrong
is not the point, for ideology is independent from biology.

The thesis of this book is also independent from the question of the Bible’s dating. That the
majority of Jews and non-Jews think it is three thousand years old is just another cognitive fact.
The nature of the Bible is in its content, not its age. Yet the historical context of its birth and
growth, as informed by scholarly research, can be enlightening. Such is the subject of the first
chapter.

Finally, the argument of this book is independent from the question of the existence of God
—a question that presupposes a consensual definition of “God,” an impossible task. Let it be
said, however, that the author holds as self-evident that the Universe is endowed with
Intelligence; for how could man, otherwise, be intelligent? Philosophers figured that out more
than two thousand years ago.* The unfathomable mystery of that Cosmic Power of Truth and
Love, without which human brotherhood is a vain idea, cannot be contained in a book or a set of
dogmas. As for Yahweh, I consider him nothing more than the main character of a saga written
by several generations of priests and scribes for their own advantage. Yet, as an idea cultivated in
the collective psyche of millions of people for tens of centuries, it is certainly endowed with
great spiritual power.

All Bible quotes are taken from the Catholic New Jerusalem Bible, which has not altered the
divine name YHWH into “the Lord,” as most other English translations have done for
unscholarly reasons. I make only one alteration to this authoritative translation, for reasons that
will be apparent later: I write “god” rather than “God” when the word is used as a noun rather
than a name, as in “the god of Israel.” For example, where the NJB arbitrarily differentiates
“Chemosh, your god” from “Yahweh, our God” in Judges 11:24, I do not.



Chapter 1
THE PEOPLE OF SETH

“If you faithfully obey the voice of Yahweh your God, by
keeping and observing all his commandments, which I am
laying down for you today, Yahweh your God will raise you
higher than every other nation in the world.”

Deuteronomy 28:1

The Birth of Israel

The history of Israel, as recounted by mainstream historians, begins at the end of the tenth
century BCE, when the Middle East was dominated by Assyria, whose capital was Assur. That is
when the Omrides dynasty founded in northern Palestine a kingdom that took as its name Israel,
and as its administrative capital Samaria. It was known in the Assyrian chronicles as the “House
of Omri.” Judea, in the south, was a backwards hinterland consisting of mountainous arid land
inhabited by pastoral tribes that had only recently settled down. Religious life in Israel was
certainly as diverse as in other parts of Syria. It was merely a local version of polytheism, which,
across the known world, admitted the plurality of gods—some local, some national, others
international or cosmic, all proceeding from or contained within the supreme god, referred to
simply as El (God), or by majestic plural Elohim.

It is believed that a general by the name of Jehu first promoted the cult of his god Yahweh in
the kingdom of Israel, after seizing the throne in 842 BCE.2 Yahweh Sabaoth (Yahweh of
armies) seems to be the archaic name of this military god, which was carried in battle in a mobile
ark (1 Samuel 4:4). He resembled Assur, the national and military god of the Assyrians,
presented in Assyrian chronicles as the true king of the eponymous city-state, with the human
ruler being only the vicegerent. Assur is a warrior god, who grants victory to his people and
destroys the gods (i.e., temples and shrines) of conquered peoples.® This is also, as we shall see,
the dominant feature of Yahweh.

In the middle of the eighth century, the Neo-Assyrian Empire embarked on a new round of
political and commercial expansion, systematically destroying the cities that refused vassalage.
Israel allied itself with Damascus against Assyria. Judea refused to join in this endeavor and
stood under Assyrian protection. Israel was annihilated in 720 BCE. Jerusalem saw its
population double in an influx of refugees who included priests bent on preserving their former
national identity. Under their influence, a pan-Israelite ideology developed aiming to reconquer
the North under the banner of Yahweh. The opportunity seemed to present itself with the
weakening of Assyria during the reign of King Josiah (639—-609), who tried to extend his control
over the northern lands, and dreamed of making Jerusalem the center of a new empire.

In those ancient times, government propaganda took a religious form. And Yahweh is a
vengeful god. He had defied Assur, was defeated by him, but continued to assert his superiority
over his conqueror. The book of Isaiah, whose oldest strata was composed soon after the
destruction of Israel by Assyria, is the founding document of that program: “Yahweh Sabaoth
has sworn it, ‘Yes, what I have planned will take place, what I have decided will be so: I shall
break Assyria in my country, I shall trample on him on my mountains. Then his yoke will slip off
them, his burden will slip from their shoulders. This is the decision taken in defiance of the
whole world; this, the hand outstretched in defiance of all nations. Once Yahweh Sabaoth has



decided, who will stop him? Once he stretches out his hand, who can withdraw it?’” (14:24-27).

The book of Isaiah would be expanded during several centuries, without deviating from the
initial plan, which was to make Zion the new center of the world: “It will happen in the final
days that the mountain of Yahweh’s house will rise higher than the mountains and tower above
the heights. Then all the nations will stream to it. [...] For the Law will issue from Zion and the
word of Yahweh from Jerusalem” (2:2-3). Kings, Yahweh assures his people, “will fall prostrate
before you, faces to the ground, and lick the dust at your feet” (49:23), whereas “I shall make
your oppressors eat their own flesh, they will be as drunk on their own blood as on new wine.
And all humanity will know that I am Yahweh, your Saviour, your redeemer, the Mighty One of
Jacob” (49:26). “For the nation and kingdom that will not serve you will perish, and the nations
will be utterly destroyed” (60:12).

Yahweh held his people solely responsible for his defeat by Assur: they have failed him by
their religious pluralism, likened to a betrayal of their holy alliance. In fact, according to the
biblical chroniclers, it was Yahweh himself who led Assur against the Israeli people to punish
them for their apostasy. Judah, on the contrary, saw its own survival as the sign of Yahweh’s
favor: Judah thus earned the birthright over Israel, as Jacob had over Esau. This theme was
probably introduced into the biblical narrative at the time of Josiah, by weaving together
traditions from the North (Israel) and from the South (Judea). Northern legends, for example,
glorified the ancient king Saul, while southern folklore honored David, the shepherd turned
honorable bandit. In the resulting story, the tension between Saul and David is resolved in favor
of the latter when Saul says to David, who once served him: “Now I know that you will indeed
reign and that the sovereignty in Israel will pass into your hands” (1 Samuel 24:21). God
establishes on David an eternal dynasty (2 Samuel 7:12—16) and his son Solomon reigns over an
empire.

Despite two centuries of fruitless searching, archaeologists have come to admit that the
magnificent Kingdom of Solomon has no more reality than Arthur’s Camelot. At the supposed
time of Solomon, Jerusalem was only a large village, while Samaria hosted a palace. The myth
of Solomon probably started as a fantasy mirror image of Josiah’s political project, designed to
strengthen the claims of prophet-priests that a new David (Josiah) would restore the empire of
Solomon. The game of mirrors thus created between mythical past and prophetic future is a
masterpiece of political propaganda.

Josiah’s expansionist scheme was thwarted by Egypt, which also hoped to take advantage of
the weakening of Assyria. After Josiah’s death in battle against the Egyptian army, the days of
Judah were numbered. The books of Kings tell us that several of his sons reigned briefly, first as
vassals of Egypt, then of Babylon. When the last of them rebelled against King Nebuchadnezzar
II, the latter retaliated by besieging and finally burning Jerusalem in 588 BCE, deporting some of
its elites (the book of Jeremiah advances the plausible figure of 4,600 people); another group
found refuge in Egypt. The exiles enjoyed broad autonomy in Babylon, and some even acquired
wealth and influence. Speaking on behalf of Yahweh from Egypt, the priest-prophet Jeremiah
wrote to the exiles: “Work for the good of the city to which I have exiled you; pray to Yahweh
on its behalf, since on its welfare yours depends” (Jeremiah 29:7). But twenty chapters later,
Jeremiah announced the “vengeance of the Lord” on the Babylonians and called on their Persian
enemies to “slaughter and curse with destruction every last one of them” (50:21). In the same
spirit, the author of Psalm 137:8 writes: “Daughter of Babel, doomed to destruction, [...] a
blessing on anyone who seizes your babies and shatters them against a rock!” The reason for this
violent shift in Yahweh’s sentiment was that the situation had changed: in 555 BCE, a prince



named Nabonad seized power in Babylon. He made war against the Persian king Cyrus
(Koresch) and allied with the king of Egypt Amasis. There is evidence that the Judean exiles
sided with the Persians, according to Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz: “Did any of the Judean
favorites at the Babylonian court, or any of the converted heathens open secret negotiations with
Cyrus? The kindness shown later on to the Judeans by the Persian warrior, and their persecution
by Nabonad, led to the supposition that such was the case.”?

When the Persians conquered Babylon in 539 BCE, some of the exiles and their descendants
(42,360 people with their 7,337 servants and 200 male and female singers, according to Ezra
2:64—67) returned to Jerusalem under the protection of King Cyrus, with the project of rebuilding
the Temple in Jerusalem. For his gentleness, Cyrus is bestowed the title of God’s “Anointed”
(Mashiah) in Isaiah 45:1, Yahweh (or his influential devotees) having “grasped [him] by his
right hand, to make the nations bow before him.” In 458 BCE, eighty years after the return of the
first exiles, Ezra, proud descendant of a line of Yahwist priests, went from Babylon to Jerusalem,
accompanied by some 1,500 followers. Carrying with him an amplified version of the Torah,
Ezra called himself the “Secretary of the Law of the God of heaven” (Ezra 7:21), mandated by
the king of Persia. He was soon joined by Nehemiah, a Persian court official of Judean origin.

Ezra the Proto-Zionist

Chapter 22 of the second book of Kings tells how Deuteronomy, the heart of the biblical canon,
was “discovered” during the reign of Josiah. It was during renovation work in the Temple that
the high priest Hilkiah found a “scroll of the Law (Torah)” that he identified as having been
written by Moses himself. Historians interpret this narrative as a legend fabricated by priests to
pass their new law (Deuteronomy) as the mere reenactment of an old law. Therefore, according
to the most conservative biblical science, Deuteronomy dates to the age of Josiah around 625
BCE. The story of its discovery is a pious fraud. From the same period come most of the six
historical books following Deuteronomy (Joshua, Judges, Samuel I and II, Kings I and II), which
recount the history of Israel from Moses to Josiah. They form what is known as “Deuteronomic
history,” as they are cast in the same ideological mold as Deuteronomy—what I more simply call
Yahwism.

But this dating is now being challenged. According to Philip Davies, a representative of the
“minimalist” school, the “reform of Josiah™ is itself “bound to be regarded as a pious legend, just
about possible perhaps, but extremely improbable.” Indeed, it is hardly conceivable that
Deuteronomy was written in a monarchy, let alone under the authority of a king, because it is a
law code adapted to a theocracy, a country ruled by priests. The entire Deuteronomic history
minimizes the royal function, which it depicts as having been only grudgingly granted by
Yahweh to the Hebrews: “It is not you they have rejected but me,” Yahweh complains to Samuel
when the Hebrews ask for a king (1 Samuel 8:7). The idea that a king would sponsor a priestly
code of law limiting his power, to which he would then submit voluntarily, makes no sense. On
the other hand, the Deuteronomic ideology perfectly corresponds to the regime that Ezra and
Nehemiah wanted to impose: the reign of a caste of priests, with a weak king or no king at all.
This does not mean that all the contents of the Bible were invented in this period. There was an
aggregation of oral and written materials: chronicles and legends of kings, warriors, and holy
men, as well as religious and secular songs, visions, and prophecies. But “the ideological
structure of the biblical literature can only be explained in the last analysis as a product of the
Persian period,” the time when Ezra drafted his project of reconquest.t?

The tale of the “discovery” of the “Law of Moses” in the Temple under Josiah is a double



deception. This Torah supposedly written by Moses, abandoned and then revived two centuries
later by Josiah, then becoming obsolete again as the country was ravaged, then finally returned
by Ezra to a people who, it seems, no longer remembered it—this Torah had in fact never been
known or applied before Ezra, but was invented by him and the Levitical families who intended
to make it the instrument of their new power over the Palestinian population.

The biblical text was designed to establish Ezra’s legitimacy based on Moses the mythical
ancestor, as well as Josiah the last king before the Exile. It is built on a mise en abime that goes
like this: First, Moses receives from Yahweh the Law (of Deuteronomy) and urges the Hebrew
people to “faithfully obey the voice of Yahweh your God, by keeping and observing all his
commandments” (Deuteronomy 28:1-20). Secondly, Josiah receives from the high priest that
same “Book of the Law,” the “Law of Moses” (that had once fallen from the sky but now
emerges from the dust), and summons “the whole populace, high and low” to hear it being read
(2 Kings 23:2). Thirdly, Ezra brings back from Babylon this very “Book of the Law of Moses”
and summons the families of the settlers to read it to them “from dawn till noon” (Nehemiah
8:1-3).

The first two episodes are mythical, only the third is historical. For a historian critical of his
sources, the only near-certainty is that, around 458 BCE, a clan claiming to issue from a lineage
of Yahwistic Judean priests and installed in Babylon won from the Persians the right to establish
a semi-autonomous state in Palestine; and that in order to dominate the local population, they
developed a version of history presenting themselves as legitimate heirs of an ancient tradition.

Historians of recent training admit that the Pentateuch incorporates traditions older than the
Exile and Return, but they downgrade their importance. The conquest of Canaan by Joshua, for
example, is seen as a mythical projection of the reconquest of Canaan by the Jews of Babylon,
designed to give Ezra the image of a new Moses or Joshua. Indeed, what the Lord required of the
Hebrews during the conquest of Canaan under Moses and Joshua is exactly what Ezra and
Nehemiah required of the Judeo-Babylonians colonizing Palestine concerning their relations with
the “people of the land,” an expression recurring in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah to denote
the population of Judea over which the Babylonian settlers intended to reign. These indigenous
people, who believed themselves rightful inhabitants of the country, were declared “foreigners”
in the inverted view of history imposed by the Persian-backed settlers, and explicitly identified
with the peoples fought by Joshua in bygone days.

Ezra complains that the exiles who settled back in Palestine before him “have been
unfaithful” to Yahweh “by marrying foreign women from the people of the country” (Ezra 10:2),
these people with “disgusting practices” (9:14). He requires that all the perpetrators repudiate
their foreign wives and the children born of them. The fact that the prohibition of intermarriage
by Ezra is the faithful echo of the one formulated in Deuteronomy, and that the mixed marriages
condemned by Ezra are reminiscent of those blamed on the Hebrew people in the books of
Numbers and Kings, must be interpreted in reverse, according to the new historians, since much
of the Pentateuch and all the Deuteronomic literature were written to support the theocratic
project of Ezra.

The book of Ezra says that when the settlers from Babylon wanted to (re)build the Temple,
they first found themselves in “fear of the people of the country” (3:3). These latter are referred
to as “the enemies of Judah and Benjamin” when they proposed to the exiles: “Let us help you
build, for we resort to your god as you do and we have been sacrificing to him since the time of
Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here” (4:2). This language actually reflects the gaze
of the exiles on the locals, whom they considered the descendants of Assyrian colonists



practicing an illegitimate version of the Hebrew religion, polluted by idolatry—a view justified
in the second book of Kings (17:23—41) by the assertion that all of Isracl was deported by the
Assyrians (the famous twelve lost tribes). But current historians, informed by the Assyrian
archives, estimate that only 20 percent of the population of the kingdom of Samaria was
deported. Clinging to this prejudice, the exiles rejected the indigenous proposal: “It is out of the
question that you should join us in building a temple for our god. We shall build for Yahweh,
god of Israel, on our own, as King Cyrus king of Persia has commanded us.” Conflict ensued:
“The people of the country then set about demoralizing the people of Judah and deterring them
from building” (Ezra 4:3—4).

Through additional arrogance, these “people of Judah” (the settlers) who scorned the “people
of the country” (indigenous Judeans) were not content merely to declare themselves the only
ones worthy of the name of Judah. They also usurped the prestigious name of Israel, which
previously had only meant the former northern kingdom.

Like the conquest of Canaan by Joshua, the journey of Abraham from Mesopotamia to
Palestine, prompted by Yahweh’s commitment “to give you this country as your possession”
(Genesis 15:7), seems written as a model for the (re)conquest of Palestine by the exiles in
Babylon. Abraham was in fact unknown among pre-exilic prophets.2? Other episodes of Genesis,
like the Tower of Babel (chapter 11), cannot have been written prior to the fall of Babylon. The
same is true of the Garden of Eden, since the Hebrew word Pardes (from which “Paradise”
derives) is of Persian origin.

Other episodes betray a xenophobia that fits well with the spirit of the conquest of Ezra. For
example, the curious story in which the three sons of Noah, at the initiative of the youngest,
Cham, “cover the nakedness” of their father (Genesis 9:18-29), contains the thinly veiled idea
that Ham, the ancestor of the Canaanites, had sex with his dead-drunk father. Noah cursed him
when “he learned what his youngest son had done to him.” This is probably an etiological
account of the impurity attributed to the Canaanites—the narrative equivalent of an obscene
insult tossed in their direction to justify their enslavement: “Accursed be Canaan, he shall be his
brothers’ meanest slave.”?!

The explanation also applies to the history of the two daughters of Lot (Abraham’s nephew),
who, after being virtually delivered to the Sodomites by their father (Genesis 19:8), got him
drunk and seduced him, thereby conceiving Moab and Ben-Ammi, ancestors of the Moabites and
Ammonites (Genesis 19:31-38). On the other hand, Judah’s fornication with his daughter-in-law
Tamar, dressed as a prostitute (Genesis 38), is depicted as the God-blessed action that produced
the tribe of Judah.

Hasmonean Literary Production

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah base the authority for the reforms of their eponymous heroes
on edicts supposedly issued by Persian sovereigns. “Yahweh roused the spirit of Cyrus king of
Persia to issue a proclamation and to have it publicly displayed throughout his kingdom: ‘Cyrus
king of Persia says this, Yahweh, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth
and has appointed me to build him a temple in Jerusalem, in Judah.”” (Ezra 1:1-2). The book of
Ezra then reproduces a contrary edict of the next emperor, Xerxes, prompted by a warning from
locals against the danger of allowing the exiles to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem: “this city is a
rebellious city, the bane of kings and provinces, and [...] sedition has been stirred up there from
ancient times” (4:15). The Judeans countered by writing to the next king of Persia, Darius, to
invite him to search the archives of Babylon for the edict of Cyrus. This was found at Ectabane,



and summarized in a new edict of Darius authorizing the rebuilding of the temple, and ordering
gigantic burnt offerings financed by “the royal revenue.” Darius warned that “if anyone disobeys
this order, a beam is to be torn from his house, he is to be impaled on it and his house is to be
reduced to a rubbish-heap for his offense” (6:11).

Then it is Artaxerxes who, by a new edict, is supposed to have granted Ezra authority to lead
“all members of the people of Israel in my kingdom, including their priests and Levites, who
freely choose to go to Jerusalem,” and to rule over “the whole people of Trans-Euphrates
[territories west to the Euphrates], that is, for all who know the Law of your God; and you are to
teach it to those who do not know it. And on anyone who will not comply with the Law of your
God and the Law of the king let sentence be swiftly executed, whether it be death, banishment,
fine or imprisonment.” Thus ends what is presented as “the text of the document which King
Artaxerxes gave to Ezra” (7:11-26).

The edicts of Cyrus, Darius, and Artaxerxes are fake. No historian believes them authentic.
The fraud is almost transparent in the first case, which was supposedly lost and then found. As
for the edict of Artaxerxes, it is even more incredible. However, it is unlikely that writing under
Persian rule, Jews would have produced false edicts, even in Hebrew. This leads to the plausible
theory that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, in their present form, were written after the end of
the Persian rule over Judea. This brings us to the Hellenistic period, which followed the conquest
of Alexander the Great in 333 BCE.

Large Jewish communities were living in Egypt at that time. Some date back to the
Babylonian conquest, when refugees settled there by the thousands, counting among them the
prophet Jeremiah. As in Babylon, the Jews supported the Persian conquest of Egypt, and
obtained under Persian rule privileged status as intermediaries between the ruling elite and the
population. In 332, true to their strategy, they welcomed the new conqueror, Alexander the
Macedonian, who accorded them special rights. To encourage immigration to his new capital,
Alexander went so far as to grant the Jews the same privileges as the Hellenes who formed the
ruling elite. This privileged status, alongside the legendary ability of Jews to enrich themselves,
naturally aroused the jealousy of the natives; Jewish historian Flavius Josephus reports in his
War of the Jews (11.18.7) that there was in Alexandria “perpetual sedition” of the Gentiles
(Greeks and Egyptians) against the privileged Jews, which intensified in the second half of the
second century BCE.

After Alexander’s death, his generals fought among themselves over his conquests. Around
300 BCE, Ptolemy Soter reigned as Pharaoh of Egypt and its dependencies, which included
Judea, while Seleucus received almost the whole of Asia, including Persia and Upper Syria. But
a century later, Judea fell to the house of the Seleucids. Hellenistic culture, born of the love affair
of Greece and Egypt, then permeated the entire Middle East. The use of Greek spread from Asia
to Egypt, although Aramaic, from which Hebrew and Arabic derive, remained the lingua franca
in Judea and Mesopotamia.

However, in and around Judea, the assimilationist trend was being fought by an identity
movement. In the second century, the tension heightened between the Jews who embraced
Hellenism and those who rejected it. In 167 BCE, the decision of the Seleucid king Antiochus
Epiphanes to end Jewish exclusiveness by dedicating the Temple to Zeus Olympios provoked the
revolt of part of the population of Judea, led by Judas Maccabeus and his brothers.

The Maccabean chronicle stigmatizes all those who advocated assimilation: “It was then that
there emerged from Israel a set of renegades who led many people astray. ‘Come,’ they said, ‘let
us ally ourselves with the gentiles surrounding us, for since we separated ourselves from them



many misfortunes have overtaken us.” This proposal proved acceptable, and a number of the
people eagerly approached the king, who authorized them to practice the gentiles’ observances.”
And so they “abandoned the holy covenant, submitting to gentile rule as willing slaves of
impiety” (1 Maccabees 1:11-15), to the point of marrying outside their community. When
Antiochus imposed his “royal prescriptions,” “many Israelites chose to accept his religion,
sacrificing to idols and profaning the Sabbath” (1:43). As a consequence, the Maccabees
“organized themselves into an armed force, striking down the sinners in their anger, and the
renegades in their fury” (2:44). These quotations show that the Maccabean revolution was really
a civil war led by the loudaismoi against the Hellenismoi (in the terms of 2 Maccabees 2:21,
4:13, and 14:38); the former longed for their integration into the global culture, while the latter
saw such integration as tantamount to apostasy.?

Taking advantage of the disintegration of the Seleucid state, the Maccabees seized effective
control of Judea. They established a fundamentalist regime based on the book of Leviticus,
written shortly before. While neither of Levitic nor of Davidic lineage, they usurped the function
of high priest (in 152 BCE) and king (in 104 BCE), forming the Hasmonean dynasty that lasted
until the conquest of Jerusalem by the Roman general Pompey in 63 BCE. The Hasmoneans
launched a vast enterprise of conquest, absorbing not only Samaria, but Galilee in the north,
Idumea in the south and Moabitide in the east, imposing circumcision there. Galilee and Idumea
were converted to the centralized cult of Yahweh in Jerusalem, probably by hardy Judean
settlers. But the Samaritans, who considered themselves the true Israelites, refused to forsake
their temple of Mount Gerizim for the Jerusalem one. During the Maccabean war, they had
already remained loyal to Antiochus and provided him with an army (1 Maccabees 3:10).
Hyrcanus destroyed their temples and sanctuaries.

The Book of Jubilees, a text of Hasmonean propaganda, reaffirms the supranational destiny
of Israel, based on Yahweh’s promise to Abraham: “I am Yahweh who created the heaven and
the earth, and I will increase you and multiply you exceedingly, and kings shall come forth from
you, and they shall judge everywhere wherever the foot of the sons of men has trodden. And I
will give to your seed all the earth which is under heaven, and they shall judge all the nations
according to their desires, and after that they shall get possession of the whole earth and inherit it
forever” (32:18-19).

Although the Maccabees’ revolt was accompanied by the rejection of everything Greek, their
descendants unrestrainedly adopted Greek culture and customs, which led them, in turn, to be
hated by nationalists, represented then by ultra-legalistic Pharisees (Parushim in Hebrew,
meaning the “Separated,” which could also be translated as “Puritans”). In 89 BCE, if we are to
believe Josephus, the Hasmonean king Alexander Janneus, after taking a rebellious city, “did one
of the most barbarous actions in the world to [the Pharisees]; for as he was feasting with his
concubines, in the sight of all the city, he ordered about eight hundred of them to be crucified;
and while they were living, he ordered the throats of their children and wives to be cut before
their eyes” (Jewish Antiquities X111.14).

It was under the authority of the Hasmoneans that the biblical canon was established. The
two books of Chronicles, which incorporate the content of the books of Kings, are dated from
this period. Opinions vary on the importance of the Hasmonean influence on the final version of
the Pentateuch, the historical books and the Prophets. But all historians date from this period a
large number of peripheral books, written in Greek for the most part. This is of course the case
with the two books of Maccabees, hagiographies in honor of the founding martyrs. The book of
Jonah, whose hero is sent to the Assyrian city of Nineveh to convert its inhabitants, also dates to



the time of the Hasmoneans and their efforts at mass conversion. Some texts from this period
appear to be efforts at syncretism between Greek wisdom and Yahwism, such as the book of
Wisdom or Ecclesiasticus (Sirach). Others are actual frauds, such as the book of Baruch, which
presents itself as a letter from the prophet Jeremiah to the exiles in Babylon.

The book of Daniel introduced the new genre of backdated prophetic visions and dreams,
which contributed to the prestige of the Jewish scriptures among unsuspecting Gentiles. Flavius
Josephus relates in his Jewish Antiquities that Alexander the Great was impressed when, in
Jerusalem, he was given a book that announced that a Greek would destroy the Persian empire.
In reality, the book did not yet exist, and Alexander had never set foot in Jerusalem.

The narrative part of the book of Daniel was inspired by a novelistic genre in vogue in the
Hellenistic world. Young Daniel, selected from the Judean exiles to be educated by the chief
eunuch of King Nebuchadnezzar, proves capable of interpreting the dreams of the king. He
decrypts the premonitory announcement of the fall of Babylon, as well as the collapses of the
Persian and Macedonian kingdoms, and predicts with amazing clarity the reign of Antiochus
Epiphanes—a contemporary at the time of writing. Impressed, Nebuchadnezzar falls at the feet
of Daniel and says: “Your god is indeed the God of gods, the Master of kings” (2:47).

We may compare this to the third book of the Sibylline Oracles, a Jewish-Alexandrian fraud
composed in the middle of the second century BCE, which makes the oracle of Delphi glorify
the Jewish people; it did not impress the pagan Greeks, but would later be taken seriously by the
fathers of the Christian church. The Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates is another crypto-Jewish
text from the Hellenistic period, written by an Alexandrian Jew pretending to be a Greek in order
to sing the praises of Judaism. He recounts, in the style of legend, the Greek translation of the
Pentateuch (the Septuagint), which Pharaoh Ptolemy II Philadelphus had ordered and sponsored
in person. From reading the translation, Ptolemy supposedly swooned in ecstasy before such
Jewish wisdom, exclaiming that it “comes from God.” (Josephus takes up this legend in the
twelfth book of his Jewish Antiquities).

The books of Tobit, Judith, and Esther belong to the same romance genre as that of Daniel.
The heroes are smart Jews who, having reached the rank of courtier, use their influence to benefit
their community. The author of the book of Esther was probably inspired by the book of Ezra to
invent an even more fantastical decree than the false edict of Cyrus. It is issued by King
Ahasuerus (Xerxes), under the influence of the high court official Haman, vexed by the insolence
of the Jew Mordecai, and sent to the governors of 127 provinces. It is thus formulated in the
Greek version of Esther: “Among all the nations in the world there is scattered a certain hostile
people, who have laws contrary to those of every nation and continually disregard the ordinances
of kings, so that the unifying of the kingdom that we honorably intend cannot be brought about.
We understand that this people, and it alone, stands constantly in opposition to every nation,
perversely following a strange manner of life and laws, and is ill-disposed to our government,
doing all the harm they can so that our kingdom may not attain stability. Therefore we have
decreed that those indicated to you in the letters written by Haman, who is in charge of affairs
and is our second father, shall all—wives and children included—be utterly destroyed by the
swords of their enemies, without pity or restraint, on the fourteenth day of the twelfth month,
Adar, of this present year, so that those who have long been hostile and remain so may in a
single day go down in violence to Hades, and leave our government completely secure and
untroubled hereafter” (3:13c—13g).

Needless to say, though the issues raised by Xerxes fairly reflect the complaints that we find
expressed against Jews in other Hellenistic sources, the proposed “final solution™ is a fiction: no



known decree, no ancient chronicle, nor any other evidence exists that any sovereign has ever
contemplated the solution of the extermination of the Jews. But the motif serves to celebrate the
salvific action of the heroine Esther, Mordecai’s niece, who shares the king’s bed without
revealing that she is Jewish. (The rabbinical tradition says that Esther was not only Mordecai’s
niece, but also his wife, whom he would have somehow slipped into the bed of the sovereign as
did Abraham in Egypt with his half-sister and wife Sarah).

Convinced by Esther’s charm, the king cancels the order to kill the Jews and instead hangs
Haman and his ten sons on the gallows Haman had raised for Mordecai and his sons. Since a
royal decree cannot be canceled, Esther convinces Ahasuerus to issue a new decree by which he
gives the Jews “permission to destroy, slaughter and annihilate any armed force of any people or
province that might attack them, together with their women and children, and to plunder their
possessions” (8:11). And thus do the Jews massacre 75,000 people. Throughout the land, “there
was joy and gladness among the Jews, with feasting and holiday-making. Of the country’s
population many became Jews, since now the Jews were feared” (8:17).

Every year the Jews celebrate the happy ending of this imaginary story by the feast of Purim,
one month before Easter. Until the Middle Ages, they used to hang or burn effigies of Haman.
Since all enemies of the Jews were then assimilated to Christians, Haman was identified with
Christ and often put on a cross rather than a gibbet.2

Scholarly research in “form criticism” has shown that the “romance of Joseph,” which
occupies the last chapters of Genesis (37-50), belongs to the same genre as the novels of Tobit,
Esther, and Daniel, and dates from the same period. To flee famine, the 70 members of the tribe
of Jacob come from Canaan with their flocks to settle in the land of Goshen, northeast of Egypt.
They are nomadic herders, and “the Egyptians have a horror of all shepherds” (Genesis 46:34).
Joseph, a member of the tribe, is sold by his brothers to the Ishmaelites, then becomes a slave to
Potiphar, a eunuch of Pharaoh. Thanks to his gift of dream interpretation (like Daniel) and his
organizational abilities, Joseph wins the trust of the Pharaoh and becomes his chancellor (41:40).
Having pardoned his brothers, he encourages the members of his tribe and obtains for them “land
holdings in Egypt, in the best part of the country, the region of Rameses.” Responsible for
managing the national grain reserves, he stores large amounts during the years of plenty; and
then, when famine strikes, he negotiates a high price for the monopolized grain and thus
“accumulated all the money to be found in Egypt and Canaan.” The following year, having
created a monetary shortage, he forces the peasants to relinquish their herds in exchange for
grain: “Hand over your livestock and I shall issue you food in exchange for your livestock, if
your money has come to an end.” One year later, the peasants have nothing left “except our
bodies and our land,” and so have to beg, then sell themselves in order to survive: “Take us and
our land in exchange for food, and we with our land will become Pharaoh’s serfs; only give us
seed, so that we can survive and not die and the land not revert to desert!” (47:11-19). Thus it
was that the Hebrews, after settling in Egypt, “acquired property there; they were fruitful and
grew very numerous” (47:27).

The basic plots of the stories of Joseph, Esther, and Daniel share much in common: Joseph
advises the King of Egypt, Daniel the King of Babylon, and Esther the King of Persia. Both the
stories of Joseph and Esther focus on the influence that can be exercised for the benefit of the
Jewish people, by a member of the Jewish community infiltrated into the heart of power. Joseph
has ascended to the position of the king’s advisor by his ability to interpret dreams; while Esther,
the niece of an official “attached to the Royal Court,” was introduced into the harem of the
Persian king, where she seduces and steers him. Joseph is the prototype of the court Jew who,



having risen to a position of public responsibility thanks to his practical intelligence, promotes
his tribe at the expense of the people he pretends to serve while actually ruining and enslaving
them by grabbing their money and putting them in debt. For all this, he is blessed by Yahweh
and held up as an example.

The situation described in the Joseph novel is consistent with the Hellenistic period. The
rulers of Egypt at the time, having adopted the title of pharaoh and some of the accompanying
customs, were Greek, not Egyptian; they did not speak the language of Egyptian peasants, an
alien and exploited people. Jews, however, had been familiar to them for centuries. A secondary
argument in favor of a Hellenistic dating of the Joseph story is its resemblance to the story of
another Joseph that the historian Flavius Josephus situates at the time of the Ptolemies (Jewish
Antiquities X11.4). This Joseph, a man “of great reputation among the people of Jerusalem, for
gravity, prudence, and justice,” was appointed as Judea’s tax collector by Ptolemy after
promising to bring back double the tax revenues of his competitors. “The king was pleased to
hear that offer; and, because it augmented his revenues, said he would confirm the sale of the
taxes to him.” Joseph fulfilled his contract by murdering several prominent citizens and
confiscating their property. He became extremely rich and was thus able to help his
coreligionists. Therefore, concludes the historian, Joseph “was a good man, and of great
magnanimity; and brought the Jews out of a state of poverty and meanness, to one that was more
splendid.” The proximity of the two Joseph narratives suggests that they derive from the same
matrix.

When reflecting on biblical literature, it is important to understand that it is not a product of
the “Jewish people.” The romantic illusion that people create their national mythology has been
debunked; a literature that gains national status is always the product of an intellectual elite
patronized by a political elite. It is today admitted that the heart of the biblical corpus, with its
code of laws and its “history of Israel,” is the work of a small group of skillful priestly scribes.
They produced much of the Bible in Babylon, while jealously preserving their pedigree records,
intermarrying (often between cousins or uncle and niece), and making circumecision a distinctive
sign (it was not practiced in Mesopotamia).? They developed a highly effective strategy to
survive and thrive by infiltrating spheres of power. Even if the stories of Joseph, Daniel, and
Esther are postexilic, they convey the same culture of exile inscribed from the beginning in the
genetic code of Judaism. After having probably helped the conquest of Babylon by the Persians,
the Judean exiles obtained new high offices at the Persian court, as well as military and financial
support for their theocratic project in Palestine. The Torah is the instrument crafted by these
master propagandists to subjugate and control the Palestinian population.

By writing a book purporting to cover the whole history of mankind, from the creation of the
world to its apocalyptic end, and a history rolled out by the hand of the Creator, the priest-scribes
assured their book a millennial success; they made it “the Book™ par excellence. They gave it,
moreover, a semblance of unbeatable seniority by pretending it was written by a Moses who had
to be situated in the thirteenth century BCE. Several Alexandrian Jewish authors even attempted
(with little success) to bluff the Greeks about the age of the Torah, insisting that Homer, Hesiod,
Pythagoras, Socrates, and Plato had been inspired by Moses. This is the case with Aristobulus of
Paneas in his Explanations of the Scripture of Moses (around 170 BCE) or with Artapanos in On
the Jews, where he presents Joseph (son of Jacob) and Moses as the “first inventors” who taught
the Egyptians everything they knew, from astronomy and agriculture to philosophy and
religion.2? The same extravagant claims appear in The Wisdom of Salomon, composed in Egypt
in the late first century BCE, then in Philo of Alexandria two centuries later. They would again



be taken up by Flavius Josephus in Roman times. Yet no Greek or Latin text from a non-Jew
offers any evidence that these claims ever impressed the pagans. In reality, the Hebrew Bible is
much more recent than is commonly believed. With the exception of some later additions, its
final redaction probably dates from the Hellenistic period, a time of great literary production. It is
therefore roughly contemporary with its Greek version, known as the Septuagint.

The high antiquity of the Jewish people itself was contested as early of the first century CE
by Greek scholars, notably the Hellenized Egyptian Apion, whose work is lost but known
through the rebuttal of Flavius Josephus. Flavius says he has written his Against Apion against
those who “will not believe what I have written concerning the antiquity of our nation, while
they take it for a plain sign that our nation is of a late date, because they are not so much as
vouchsafed a bare mention by the most famous historiographers among the Grecians” (I,1).

Kenites, Midianites, and Arabs

An interesting hypothesis on the identity building of the early Hebrews has been drawn from the
Genesis story of the primordial brothers Cain and Abel. Cain, the elder and a cultivator, saw his
sacrificial offering ignored by Yahweh, who preferred the offering of the younger Abel, a
shepherd. This provoked the murderous jealousy of Cain, who felt cheated of his birthright.
Yahweh cursed Cain for his fratricide (aggravated by his denial): “Listen! Your brother’s blood
is crying out to me from the ground. Now be cursed and banned from the ground that has opened
its mouth to receive your brother’s blood at your hands. When you till the ground it will no
longer yield up its strength to you. A restless wanderer you will be on earth” (4:9—12). But
Yahweh'’s curse is mitigated by a special protection: “‘Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold
vengeance.” So Yahweh put a mark on Cain, so that no one coming across him would kill him”
(4:15).

In this form, the story resembles an etiological legend, intended to explain the origin of a
nomadic lifestyle through the original sin of an ancestor. What nomadic people, unfit for
agriculture, was described by the original legend? And what does the famous “mark of Cain”
mean? The scholar Hyam Maccoby has an answer: The name of Cain (Qayin in Hebrew) is
identical to the name of the tribe of Kenites, and also means “smith” or “iron-worker.” Such
tribes of blacksmiths are well attested in ancient times; they were nomads because their skills
were required over a very wide area. They were also often known for their mastery of the art of
music. Finally, they were often the object of superstitious fears, because the art of metalworking
is associated with magic.

The descendants of Cain are described in Genesis 4:19-24 as nomads living in tents,
inventors of ironwork, makers of metallic musical instruments, and marked by a magical
protection making it perilous to attack them (according to a possible interpretation of the “mark
of Cain”). Moreover, the biblical narrative retains the trace of a special covenant between the
Israelites and the Kenites, who are the only foreign people presented in benevolent terms. Saul
spares them when he exterminates the Amalekites among whom they dwell: “Go away, leave
your homes among the Amalekites, in case I destroy you with them—you acted with faithful
love towards all the Israelites when they were coming up from Egypt” (1 Samuel 15:6). Moses’s
father-in-law is described as a Kenite (or “Cain”) in Judges 1:16, where we learn that “The sons
of Hobab the Kenite, father-in-law of Moses, marched up with the sons of Judah from the City of
Palm Trees into the desert of Judah lying in the Negeb of Arad, where they went and settled
among the people.” This may echo a common origin of Israelites and Kenites, or at least a
closeness based on a shared status of migrants and wanderers. According to Maccoby, many
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biblical stories are borrowed from Kenite traditions.

The curse of Cain has parallels in the traditions of other nomadic peoples. Yuri Slezkine
remarks that before the modern era, some ethnic groups of wanderers conceived their mode of
existence “as divine punishment for an original transgression.” For example: “Of the many
legends accounting for the Gypsy predicament, one claims that Adam and Eve were so fruitful
that they decided to hide some of their children from God, who became angry and condemned
the ones he could not see to eternal homelessness. Other explanations include punishment for
incest or refusal of hospitality, but the most common one blames the Gypsies for forging the
nails used to crucify Jesus.”# Since nomadism is deeply embedded in the Hebrews’ collective
memory, should we then seek the secret source of the wandering of the Jewish people in a “Cain
complex” dating back to a primordial fratricide, like Freud seeking the key to the human psyche
in a universal Oedipus complex dating back to a primordial parricide (Totem and Taboo, 1913)?
Such an enterprise would be equally speculative.

The Bible does not clearly distinguish between the Kenites and the Midianites, but suggests
that the former are a tribe among the latter. Hohab, Moses’s father-in-law, is called a Kenite in
the book of Judges, but named “Hobab son of Reuel the Midianite” in Numbers (10:29). The
same father-in-law is identified as a Midianite “priest” (kohen) in Exodus, and named Reuel
(Exodus 2:18), then Jethro (3:1). In that Exodus story, when Moses flees Egypt “into Midianite
territory” (2:15), he is hosted by Jethro who eventually gives him his daughter Zipporah, with
whom Moses will have two sons. It is while grazing his father-in-law’s flocks that Moses finds
himself near Mount Horeb, “to the far side of the desert” (3:1). There he meets Yahweh, the god
of Abraham, for the first time, and is told (by Yahweh) that Mount Horeb is “holy ground.”
Later, his Midianite wife appeases Yahweh, who wants to kill Moses, by circumcising their son
with a flint, so that Yahweh “let him go” (4:24-26). In chapter 18 of the same Book of Exodus,
after having led his people from Egypt across the Red Sea, and established his camp in the
desert, Moses is met by Jethro, who rejoices over the miracles accomplished by his son-in-law.
Then Jethro “offered a burnt offering and other sacrifices to God; and Aaron and all the elders of
Israel came and ate with Moses’ father-in-law in the presence of God” (18:12).

Assuming this story to be archaic, some scholars, beginning with Eduard Meyer in 1906,
have argued that the cult of Yahweh originated with the Midianites, and was passed on to Moses,
the son-in-law of a Midianite priest who, it is implied, had seven daughters but no son.2 The
Bible even hints at Jethro’s role in crafting the first Constitution of the Hebrews. Jethro says to
Moses:

“Now listen to the advice I am going to give you, and God be with you! Your task is to
represent the people to God, to lay their cases before God, and to teach them the statutes
and laws, and show them the way they ought to follow and how they ought to behave.
At the same time, from the people at large choose capable and God-fearing men, men
who are trustworthy and incorruptible, and put them in charge as heads of thousands,
hundreds, fifties and tens, and make them the people’s permanent judges. They will
refer all important matters to you, but all minor matters they will decide themselves, so
making things easier for you by sharing the burden with you. If you do this—and may
God so command you—you will be able to stand the strain, and all these people will go
home satisfied.” Moses took his father-in-law’s advice and did just as he said. Moses
chose capable men from all Israel and put them in charge of the people as heads of
thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. (Exodus 18:19-25).



“Yahweh came from Sinai,” the Bible says (Deuteronomy 33:2 and Psalms 68:18). It is there
that Moses first encounters Yahweh, who orders him to go back to Egypt and free his people; it
is there that Moses brings them back; and it is from there that, two years later, on Yahweh’s
order again, he sets off with them towards Canaan. And Sinai, with its Mount Sinai or Mount
Horeb, is located in the land of the Midianites, which Greek authors place unanimously in
northwest Arabia, on the eastern shore of the Gulf of Agaba, and not in the Egyptian peninsula
which bears this name since the Church placed it there, apparently under Constantine. Even Paul
the Apostle knew that “Sinai is a mountain in Arabia” (Galatians 4,25).

Explorer Charles Beke was among the first to place Mount Horeb in Arabia (Sinai in Arabia
and of Midian, 1878). This thesis has gained the support of a growing number of scholars,
including Hershel Shanks, editor of the Biblical Archaeology Review, and Frank Moore Cross,
Hebrew professor at Harvard. The precise location of Mount Horeb/Sinai can be deduced from
phenomena witnessed by the Hebrews there: “Now at daybreak two days later, there were peals
of thunder and flashes of lightning, dense cloud on the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast;
and, in the camp, all the people trembled. Then Moses led the people out of the camp to meet
God; and they took their stand at the bottom of the mountain. Mount Sinai was entirely wrapped
in smoke, because Yahweh had descended on it in the form of fire. The smoke rose like smoke
from a furnace and the whole mountain shook violently. Louder and louder grew the trumpeting.
Moses spoke, and God answered him in the thunder” (Exodus 19:16-19). If Mount Horeb shakes,
rumbles, smokes and spits fire like a volcano, then it should be a volcano, as Beke was the first
to remark (Mount Sinai a Volcano, 1873). Northwest Arabia, where Midian is located, happens
to be a volcanic area, unlike the Egyptian Sinai; volcanic activity was still documented there in
the Middle Ages.2 Among the most likely candidates is Jabal al-Lawz, whose summit is consists
of metamorphic rocks.2

These geographic considerations point to an Arab origin of Mosaic Yahwism. This in turn
may explain why tribalism and nomadism are so entrenched in the Judaic tradition. Genesis 25
says that Midianites are descendants of Abraham, just like the Ishmaelites. Midianites and
Ishmaelites are actually confused in Genesis 37, where we read that “Midianite merchants sold
Joseph to the Ishmaelites” who “took Joseph to Egypt” (37:28), then that “the Midianites had
sold him in Egypt” (37:36). The Bible actually gives Abraham as common ancestor to the
Midianites, the Kenites, the Moabites, the Edomites, and the Amalekites, all predominantly
nomadic peoples whose arid lands are situated between Arabia and Judea. Islamic tradition
teaches that Abraham came from Arabia and died there, and some scholars consider this tradition
as possibly older than the biblical tale of Abraham coming from Mesopotamia. At the time of
Muhammad (early 7th century) powerful “Jewish tribes” were living in the Hejaz, although we
know nothing of their particular brand of Judaism. According to Islamic tradition, they had been
living there since the time of Moses.?! Orientalist David Samuel Margoliouth remarks that these
tribes and some of their members bore recognizably Arab names rather than Jewish ones. Many
Hebrew names, including Yahweh itself, come from Arabic, according to Margoliouth, who also
claims that the book of Job, among other stories in the biblical canon, “ostensibly comes from
Arabia.”3

The origin of the Hebrews among the nomadic population of northern Arabia is consistent
with the most likely etymology of their name, as deriving from the Accadian term Habiru. This
word is attested as far back as the fourteenth century BCE on the Egyptian Amarna tablets, to
designate nomadic wanderers or refugees from the East, often with the negative connotation of
disruption of public order.® In the Bible, the Israelites are called “Hebrews” only by Egyptians



(14 times in Exodus) and Philistines (8 times in 1 Samuel). In Exodus 1-15, the term is applied to
Jacob’s tribe settling in Egypt. Yahweh is designated there as “the god of Israel” but is presented
as “the god of the Hebrews” to Pharaoh (7:17). But habiru is also employed with the vulgar
meaning of “bandits,” “thieves,” or “robbers” in Isaiah 1:23 and Hosea 6:9. 3

If we follow Midianite-Kenite theory,?? Yahwism turns out to be the religion of an unstable
confederation of proto-Arab tribes who, perhaps after returning to Midian from a period of
exploitation under Egyptian rule, set out to conquer lower Syria, a land “flowing with milk and
honey” (Numbers 13:27). Canaan was then a prosperous and urbanized region, unlike the poorer
lands of its southern fringe. Its inhabitants, whom the Bible portrays as detestable idolaters, were
members of a technologically and culturally advanced civilization, organized in city-states,
struggling to maintain independence from the more powerful states in Egypt and Mesopotamia.

We need not conclude that the religion of the ancient Hebrews was identical to that of the
Midianites. It was, rather, a new form of it, and Moses deserves credit for its novelty. What
Moses brought to Yahweh is mobility. The Midianite Yahweh was a topical god, inseparable and
almost indistinguishable from his sacred mountain, from whence he thundered publicly and
spoke privately. Yahweh cannot leave Mount Horeb, and therefore proposes to Moses to “send
an angel to precede you, to guard you as you go and bring you to the place that I have prepared”
(Exodus 23:20). However, two chapters later, he has changed his mind and asks Moses to make
for him, out of the precious materials stolen from the Egyptians, a luxurious gold plated tent, the
detailed specifications of which are given in Exodus, chapters 25 to 31. Henceforth, it is in this
“Tabernacle” that Yahweh will reside, and that Moses will talk to him “face to face, as a man
talks to his friend” (33:11). Moses has delocalized Yahweh, and his successors finally settled
him on a throne in Jerusalem.

From the Exodus narrative, two different stages can be identified in the story of Yahweh and
his people. First, Yahweh asks Moses to bring them from Egypt to Sinai: “After you have led the
people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain” (3:12). At this stage, Yahweh says
nothing of conquering Canaan. Moses must simply declare to the Israelites that he is sent by “the
god of your ancestors” (3:16) to guide them to Midian. The implication here is that their
ancestors are from Midian, just like Yahweh.

It is only two years after settling in Midian that Moses receives a new order to bring them to
Canaan. It is hard to resist the hypothesis that the real motivation for this massive migration
(603,550 males over twenty years old, not counting the Levites, according to Numbers 1:44) was
overpopulation and scarcity of natural resources. It is then that Canaan becomes the Promised
Land. Moses tried to recruit his father-in-law: “You know where we can camp in the desert, and
so you will be our eyes. If you come with us, we shall share with you whatever blessings
Yahweh gives us” (Numbers 10:31-32). Jethro seems to have refused, and the Midianites who
did not join the expedition later became the Hebrews’ most hated enemies, as recounted in
Numbers 31.

Cain and Abel as mirror images of Seth and Osiris

The biblical story of Cain and Abel seems adapted from the Kenites’ legend of their primal
ancestor, the fratricide Cain, but with the addition of a crucial element: a third son of Adam and
Eve, named Seth, granted by God to replace Abel after his death. The fact that this third son was
added as an afterthought is evidenced by a comparison between Seth’s and Cain’s progenies. The
names of Cain and four of his five descendants are reproduced with little change in five of the
seven descendants of Seth (compare Genesis 4:17-18 and 5:6-32). Clearly a scribe has copied



the progeny of Cain and pasted it to Seth.

Seth happens to be also the name of an Egyptian god, the younger brother of Osiris.
Strangely enough, the story of Cain and Abel bears a striking resemblance to the story of Osiris
and Seth, whose most detailed rendering has been provided by Plutarch in the first century CE.
Like Cain and Abel, Osiris and Seth are born of a primordial couple, together with their two
sisters Isis and Nephthys, whom they respectively marry.2® Osiris, the elder, receives from his
divine father the fertile soil of the Nile Valley, and teaches agriculture to its inhabitants, while
his sister-wife Isis teaches them to make bread. Seth, the youngest, has to settle for the barren
deserts surrounding the river valley. Jealous of God’s favor and men’s worship that his brother
receives, Seth decides to eliminate him. Employing a ruse, he locks Osiris in a coffin, seals it,
and throws him into the Nile. Isis finds the body of her husband and hides it. Seth discovers the
hiding place and cuts up the body into fourteen pieces that he scatters across the land of Egypt.
Isis searches patiently and finds all the pieces except the penis, which she replaces with a
simulacrum. The body is then reconstituted by Nout, the mother of Osiris, who “tied the bones of
her son back together, put his heart back in his body, and set his head where it belonged.” Then
the body is embalmed by Anubis, the jackal-headed god, and brought back to life by Thoth, the
prince of magic, thanks to the lamentations of Isis. She then conceives, with the revived Osiris, a
son, Horus, whom she hides in the great Delta reed beds to escape the homicidal schemes of his
uncle. Warned by his mother, Horus escapes an attempted rape by Seth. He returns as an adult to
complete the deliverance of Osiris by taking vengeance on Seth, which has the effect, in the
words of a litany of Horus to his father, of “driving out the evil attached to [Osiris]” and “killing
his suffering.” Horus, however, cannot destroy Seth, who continues to covet the throne of Egypt.
Their dispute is finally brought before the court of the gods, who then split Egypt between Seth
and Horus (Upper and Lower Egypts), before changing their minds and banishing Seth to give
the entirety of both lands to Horus. The struggle turns out to be endless: repeatedly beaten and
chained, Seth is released periodically from his chains to once again seize the advantage.

The myth of Osiris lends itself to multiple interpretations. Fundamentally, says Plutarch, the
enemy brothers represent “two contrary principles, two rival powers” in perpetual struggle
throughout creation. In the Cosmic Soul, explains Plutarch, “All that is good, is Osiris; and in
earth and wind and water and the heavens and stars, that which is ordered, established, and
healthy, as evidenced by season, temperature, and cycles of revolution, is the efflux of Osiris and
his reflected image.” That is why, at the time of Plutarch, Osiris merged with the sun god Ra,
whose regular course maintained the stability of the world. By contrast, “that part of the soul
which is impressionable, impulsive, irrational and truculent, and in the bodily part what is
destructible, diseased and disorderly, as evidenced by abnormal seasons and temperatures, and
by obscurations of the sun and disappearances of the moon,” bears the mark of Seth (Plutarch,
Isis and Osiris 49).

During this period, the myth of Osiris became an object of fascination far beyond the borders
of Egypt, resonating with dualistic religious views from Persia and Mesopotamia. Seth
represented the destructive principle par excellence. On the earthly plane, Osiris is the Nile river
and Isis the soil fertilized by it, and the cyclical floods of the Nile are symbolically equivalent to
the death and resurrection of Osiris, while a poor flood, leading to drought and famine, was one
of the disasters wrought by Seth, the god of the desert. The peasants of the Nile Valley placed
themselves under the protection of Osiris and Isis, while Seth was perceived as the god of
foreigners and nomads, be they shepherds, hunters, caravan merchants, or invaders.

There is an obvious symmetry between the Egyptian myth of Osiris and Seth, and the biblical



story of Cain and Abel. Cain, the elder, is sedentary and cultivates fertile lands like Osiris, while
Abel, the younger, is a nomadic shepherd inhabiting arid lands like Seth. Yet the biblical god
acts opposite to the Egyptian pantheon: he upsets the social order by favoring the younger
brother, thus provoking the elder’s legitimate sense of unfairness. As in a mirror image of the
Egyptian myth, the Bible has the elder brother kill his younger brother.

The epilogue added to the Cain-Abel story reinforces the symmetry. Like Osiris, the
murdered Abel gets a new life of some kind, when Yahweh grants to Adam and Eve “another
offspring, in place of Abel.” And this third son, a substitute or alter ego of the second, is named
Seth (Genesis 4:25). This homonymy cannot be a coincidence, but rather strong evidence that the
Cain-Abel story, in the form that has come down to us, is dependent on the Osiris-Seth myth.
This fits the hypothesis of a biblical redaction in the Hellenistic period. The Yahwist scribes have
deliberately reversed the Egyptian myth, by shifting the good role to the younger brother Abel,
and naming his resurrected alter-ego after the Egyptian god Seth. Must we conclude that the
Levites, motivated by their incurable Egyptophobia, have chosen to redeem the mortal enemy of
Egypt’s national god and identify with him? We are encouraged in this conclusion by the many
other biblical stories built on the inversion of Egyptian ones that we shall encounter further on.

Adding additional support to that exegetic interpretation, we find that the Hellenistic
Egyptians did ascribe to the Jews a sympathy for Seth, which fueled their Judeophobia.
According to Plutarch, some Egyptians believed that, after having been banned from Egypt by
the gods, Seth wandered in Palestine where he fathered two sons, Hierosolymos and Youdaios,
that is, “Jerusalem” and “Judah.” In other words, these Egyptians saw the Jews as “sons of Seth.”
There was also a persistent rumor in the Greco-Roman world that in their temple in Jerusalem,
the Jews worshiped a golden donkey’s head, the donkey being the animal symbol of Seth. A
contemporary of Plutarch, the Roman author Apion, accredited that rumor, which Jewish
historian Flavius Josephus, for his part, denied in his treatise Against Apion. Tacitus also
mentioned it in his Histories, while noting that Roman general Pompey found no donkey’s head
when entering the Holy of Holies in 63 BCE.

Labeling the Jews as worshippers or descendants of Seth may have been an expression of
anti-Semitism (to use an anachronistic term). But it is not without historical basis. In the first
century CE, Flavius Josephus, relying on the History of Egypt written by the Egyptian Manetho
three centuries earlier, identifies the Hebrews with the Hyksos, a confederation of nomadic
warriors from Palestine, who reigned over Lower and Middle Egypt for more than a century
before being repelled. Josephus estimates that the 480,000 Hyksos fleeing Egypt back to their
ancestors’ homeland in Palestine were none others than the twelve Israelite tribes. These Hyksos
distinguished themselves by the exclusive worship of Seth. Their King Apophis, reads a slightly
later papyrus, “chose for his lord the god Seth. He did not worship any other deity in the whole
land except Seth.”¥! The Hyksos seem to have considered Seth as a jealous god, since they
“destroyed the temples of the gods,” according to Manetho quoted by Josephus. The Hyksos’
tyrannical and brutal government left Egyptians with traumatic memories. Unlike Flavius,
Manetho had not identified the Hyksos with the Jews but had simply mentioned that, before
being expelled from Egypt as lepers, the Jews had settled in Avaris, the former capital of the
Hyksos, consecrated to Seth.

Osirism versus Judaism

The Pentateuch gives us the Jewish viewpoint on Egyptian religion, a viewpoint that Christians
have inherited with the Book. To understand the Egyptian viewpoint on Jewish religion, let us



delve more deeply into the significance of the Osiris myth, which can be regarded as the
cornerstone of Egyptian civilization from the beginning of the first millennium BCE. When he
visited Egypt in 450 BCE, Herodotus noted that “Egyptians do not all worship the same gods,
except for Isis and Osiris; these two all without distinction worship” (Histories 11.17). Until the
triumph of Christianity, no other myth contributed more to shaping the spirit of the inhabitants of
the Nile Valley, from peasants to pharaohs. On it was crystallized the national identity of the
world’s oldest state, as well as individuals’ metaphysical hopes in the most afterlife-oriented
civilization ever.

From a strictly narrative viewpoint, the basic plot of the myth follows a universal pattern,
best known in the story of Hamlet adapted by Shakespeare from a Scandinavian legend: Osiris is
King Hamlet, murdered treacherously by his brother, and Horus is his son, the young prince
Hamlet junior, commissioned by the ghost of his father to avenge the killing. Seth is the exact
equivalent of the treacherous Claudius, the archetypal villain, whose thirst for power is
uninhibited by any moral conscience—what we today would call a sociopath or psychopath.
Seth, however, remains in the Egyptian imagination an eternal principle, whose final
disappearance no eschatology can foresee. He is the necessary opponent, the destabilizing
principle without which humanity would be immobile. Without Seth, there can be no
resurrection of Osiris; without a fight against evil, there can be no heroic sacrifice.

The legend of Osiris is a myth of love as much as a myth of resurrection. Both themes are
intimately linked in this timeless story of love triumphing over death—the only love story worth
telling. It combines the Hamlet plot with another universal scheme that folklorists label by the
title of its best-known version, “Beauty and the Beast.” In the tale of “Hamlet,” it is revenge
carried out by the son on earth that soothes the spirit of the dead (and heals his injury), while in
the tale type “Beauty and the Beast” it is the sacrificial love of a woman that heals the heart of
the dead (and breaks the spell that had been put on him). Isis was both wife and sister (the “soul
mate”) of Osiris, but by giving him life, she also becomes his mother, encapsulating the feminine
ideal in its entirety. The myth of Osiris is thus fertile with an imagination that does not restrict
Eros to a sexual or even emotional register, but opens onto the spiritual and the universal. Love
that triumphs over death is the supreme idea of the relationship between Osiris and Isis. Seth, on
the other hand, is portrayed as a debased pervert, as manifested in his attempted rape of Horus.

For the Egyptians, Osiris is the principle of harmony that binds the human community. He
brings together all the tribes of Egypt around the nation’s sacred kingship. According to myth,
for each of the scattered pieces of the body of Osiris she found, Isis conducted local funeral rites
and so left a “tomb of Osiris” in each township. Thus was realized the consubstantial union of
the land of Egypt and the body of Osiris. The annual festival of Osiris at Abydos was a
celebration of civil peace and national unity against all invaders. Seth, by contrast, was
synonymous with “domination and violence,” says Plutarch. He was the god of discord and civil
war—the master of fitna in Qur’anic terms, or a kind of diabolos in the etymological sense of
“divider.” For the Egyptians, German Egyptologist Jan Assmann writes, “The gods are social
beings, living and acting in ‘constellations’; a lonely god would be devoid of any power of
personality and would have no impact on the great project of maintaining the world.”® Seth is
the exception that proves the rule: he was a pariah among the gods, who excluded him from their
board of directors for disturbing the divine order. His “theophobic” nature agreed with the
exclusivity of worship established by the Hyksos, who banished the other religions from the
public sphere, adding religious persecution to political oppression.

After the defeat of Seth, Horus inherited the title of king of the world and received the ka of



his father—the vital generational principle that lingers on Earth, as opposed to the ba which is
the individual soul leaving this world. Horus, the falcon-king, then reigned over the Egyptians
through the pharaoh, who was his incarnation on earth. But it is to Osiris that the royalty of the
Other World returned. One of the ideas implicit in the myth is that Osiris reigns over the
Hereafter, while the earthly world is the land of perpetual struggle between his son Horus and
Seth. As long as Horus governs, which is to say when the state is in the hands of worthy
representatives of Osiris’s values, Seth is under control. But whenever Seth takes over the
management of the world, lies and violence prevail.

While Horus rules over mortals, kingship of the otherworld goes to Osiris. Osiris is opposed
to Seth like resurrection is opposed to annihilation; both form the double face of death. Funerary
rites of embalming, a ritual reconstitution of the body, find their mythical expression in the
reassembly of Osiris’s body. Osiris presides over the judgment of the dead and attracts the
purified souls, as Plutarch explains: “When these souls are set free and migrate into the realm of
the invisible and the unseen, the dispassionate and the pure, then this god [Osiris] becomes their
leader and king, since it is on him that they are bound to be dependent in their insatiate
contemplation and yearning for that beauty which is for men unutterable and indescribable” (Isis
and Osiris 78). On a personal level, Osiris personifies the virtues, making hearts light and
enabling favorable judgments. Seth, conversely, embodies all the vices that prohibit access to
immortality: murder, lying, stealing, greed, adultery, homosexuality, blasphemy, and rebellion
against parents.

What does all this have to do with Yahweh? Was Yahweh, the god who led the Hebrews out
of Egypt, related in any way to the Egyptian Seth, the god of strangers, refugees and nomads,
banned from Egypt by his peers? After all, the Torah tells us that Yahweh was formerly known
as El Shaddai (Genesis 17:1, Exodus 6:2-3), a Semitic name translatable as “the destroyer god”
(from e/, “god,” and shadad, “destroy”), an appropriate surname for Seth.

Despite all these similarities, there is no conclusive evidence of a historical link between the
cults of Seth and Yahweh. However, it is possible to show that the Egyptians who believed that
the Jews had the ass-headed god Seth as their divinity or ancestor, had legitimate reasons to do
so. They were simply following the universal practice of translating foreign gods into their own
pantheon on the basis of functional resemblances. Indeed, from the point of view of Egyptian
metaphysics, the god of the Jews betrays a Sethian character. Yahweh is Seth on an archetypal or
paradigmatic level. Such is the thesis we will defend in the following chapters, thereby offering,
in certain respects, an Egyptian outlook on the Jewish question.

Yahweh is Seth, first of all, to the extent that he shares the dominant trait of his character,
murderous jealousy: “Yahweh’s name is the Jealous One” (Exodus 34:14). As the next chapter
shows, Yahweh manifests toward all his fellows an implacable hatred that characterizes him as a
sociopath among the gods, very much like Seth. At a time when the pantheons of the world
demonstrated courtesy, hospitality, and even fraternity, allowing peoples to recognize each other
as living under the same heavens, Yahweh taught the Hebrews contempt for the deities of their
neighbors—making them, in the eyes of these neighbors, a threat to the cosmic and social order.
It will be shown in chapter 2 that the exclusive monotheism demanded by Yahweh (or
“monoyahwism,” as Jan Assmann calls it) is a degraded imitation of that inclusive monotheism
toward which all the wisdoms of the world converge by affirming the fundamental unity of all
gods. In Canaan, Yahweh’s hatred rages especially against Baal, who is somewhat the equivalent
of Osiris: the great universal god, especially honored as an agrarian deity by cultivators, though
despised by nomads. Yahweh also attacks Asherah, the Great Divine Mother adored throughout



the Middle East under various names, and assimilated to Isis in the Hellenistic period.

Yahweh is also Seth (the anti-Osiris) in his denial of life after death, as I argue in chapter 3.
The Hebrew Bible differs from all religious traditions of Antiquity by the inability of its authors
to conceive of an afterlife beyond sleep in the humid darkness of Sheol: “For dust you are and to
dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19), without any soul worthy of the name. Yahweh does not
care about the dead, whom he “remembers no more” (Psalms 88:6). The Torah constantly
identifies individuals with their genetic origin; the only afterlife it offers is through offspring.
When Abraham contemplates the starry sky, he does not see spiritualized souls, as do the
Egyptians, but the image of his future earthly offspring (Genesis 15:5; 22:17). Only generation
allows man to survive; therefore, only the people as a whole is eternal. Here is the explanation
for the asymmetry between the myth of Osiris and its biblical inversion: there is no resurrection
for Abel, as Seth-Yahweh is the god of death, not resurrection. There is no Other World for the
good dead in the Torah: the Yahwist scribes have borrowed Paradise, the land of blessed
immortality, from neighboring cultures, but shifted it to the beginning of the story, then closed
access to it forever. The originality of the Bible, as we shall see, is often merely the inversion of
motifs from other cultures (Egyptian, Canaanite, Babylonian, Persian, and Greek).

If the Hebrew Bible is heavily tainted with Egyptophobia, Egyptian traditions were
themselves strongly Judeophobic. The Egyptians of the Hellenistic period knew the Exodus story
of how the Hebrews escaped from Egypt after “despoiling” the Egyptians of “silver and golden
jewelry, and clothing” that had been entrusted to them as loan guarantees (12:35-36). But they
had another version of how the Jews left Egypt: The Jews did not flee Egypt but rather were
expelled by royal decree. The earliest known example of that alternative Exodus is found in
Hecatacus of Abdera’s Aegyptiaca, written around 300 BCE: “When in ancient times a
pestilence arose in Egypt, the common people ascribed their troubles to the workings of a divine
agency; for indeed with many strangers of all sorts dwelling in their midst and practicing
different rites of religion and sacrifice, their own traditional observances in honor of the gods had
fallen into disuse. Hence the natives of the land surmised that unless they removed the
foreigners, their troubles would never be resolved. At once, therefore, the aliens were driven
from the country.” The greatest number went to Judea under the guidance of Moses. “The
sacrifices that he established differ from those of other nations, as does their way of living, for as
a result of their own expulsion from Egypt he introduced a way of life which was somewhat
unsocial and hostile to foreigners.”

Another Egyptian version of the Exodus appeared shortly after that of Hecateus in the writing
of Manetho, quoted at length by Flavius Josephus in Against Apion. In it Jews are no longer just
held responsible for epidemics and other ills by their disregard for the gods, but are themselves
contagious lepers, and expelled as such. The same rumor was repeated by several authors. In the
first century CE, Pompeius Trogus connects the theme of contagion with that of the legendary
antisocial behavior (amixia) of the Jews. He adds—as an echo of Exodus—that Moses, before
being expelled, “carried off by stealth the sacred utensils of the Egyptians, who, trying to recover
them by force of arms, were compelled by tempests to return home.” Later, “as they remembered
that they had been driven from Egypt for fear of spreading infection, [the Jews] took care, in
order that they might not become odious, from the same cause, to their neighbors, to have no
communication with strangers; a rule which, from having been adopted on that particular
occasion, gradually became a religious institution” (Philippic Histories).*

The Roman historian Tacitus stands by this version, which he claims is agreed upon by “most
authorities.” After being expelled as lepers (victims of “a wasting disease which caused bodily



disfigurement”), the Jews, under Moses’s guidance, adopted a sort of anti-religion. Tacitus
writes: “Among the Jews all things are profane that we hold sacred; on the other hand they
regard as permissible what seems to us immoral.” They show a “stubborn loyalty and ready
benevolence towards brother Jews. But the rest of the world they confront with the hatred
reserved for enemies. [...] Those who come over to their religion adopt the practice [of
circumcision], and have this lesson first instilled into them, to despise all gods, to disown their
country, and set at naught parents, children, and brethren” (Histories V.3-5).

Common sense tells us that this slanderous story of the Jews’ origin as Egyptian lepers is an
aggravated expression of the account reported by Hecataeus, which makes them foreigners, not
lepers. It is not difficult to see how, in the Egyptian mind, foreigners and wanderers (habiru)
who do not respect the Egyptian gods could turn into vectors of disease. In an edict by Emperor
Claudius dated 41 CE, it is the spirit of civil war fomented by the Alexandrian Jews that is
compared to “a public sickness” infecting the whole Roman world (oikoumene).2



Chapter 2
THE THEOCLASTIC GOD

“Anyone who has intercourse with an animal will be put to
death. Anyone who sacrifices to other gods will be put under the
curse of destruction.”

Exodus 22:18-19

Jealousy and Narcissistic Hubris

“Yahweh’s name is the Jealous One” (Exodus 34:14). The Torah emphasizes jealousy as his
main personality trait, calling him “the Jealous One” repeatedly (Exodus 20:5, Deuteronomy
4:24, 5:9, and 6:15). What Yahweh demands from his people above anything else is exclusivity
of worship. But that is not all. He also demands that all his neighbors’ shrines be utterly
destroyed: “Tear down their altars, smash their standing-stones, cut down their sacred poles and
burn their idols” (Deuteronomy 7:5). Thus spoke Yahweh, otherwise known as E/ Shaddai, “the
destroyer god” (Exodus 6:3).

After the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel by Assyria, Yahwist priests and
prophets who had sought refuge in Jerusalem held the Israelites responsible for their country’s
defeat: they “provoked Yahweh’s anger” by “sacrificing on all the high places like the nations
which Yahweh had expelled for them,” and by “serving idols” (2 Kings 17:11-12). Israel’s
divine election had now passed to the smaller kingdom of Judah, whose survival depended on
respecting the exclusivity of Yahweh’s cult and of Jerusalem’s Temple, and on destroying any
trace of rival cults and holy places.

The second book of Kings judges David’s heirs on the unique criterion of obedience to that
precept. Hezekiah is praised for having done “what Yahweh regards as right,” namely abolishing
the “high places” (2 Kings 18:3—4). On the other hand, his son Manasseh is blamed for having
done “what is displeasing to Yahweh, copying the disgusting practices of the nations whom
Yahweh had dispossessed for the Israelites. He rebuilt the high places that his father Hezekiah
had destroyed, he set up altars to Baal and made a sacred pole [an Ashera], as Ahab king of
Israel had done, he worshiped the whole array of heaven and served it. [...] He built altars to the
whole array of heaven in the two courts of the Temple of Yahweh” (2 Kings 21:2-5).
Manasseh’s son Amon is no better. Josiah, however, proves worthy of his great-great-
grandfather Hezekiah, removing from the temple “all the cult objects which had been made for
Baal, Asherah and the whole array of heaven. [...] He exterminated the spurious priests whom
the kings of Judah had appointed and who offered sacrifice on the high places, in the towns of
Judah and the neighborhood of Jerusalem; also those who offered sacrifice to Baal, to the sun,
the moon, the constellations and the whole array of heaven” (2 Kings 23:4-5). In Samaria, over
which he regained partial control, Josiah ordered the sanctuary of Bethel destroyed, and “All the
priests of the high places who were there he slaughtered on the altars, and on those altars burned
human bones” (2 Kings 23:20). In other words, Josiah is zealously faithful to the Law of Moses.

For the Egyptians, gods are social beings, who collaborate in the management of the cosmos.
The harmony of this world, including human affairs, depends on good cooperation between the
gods.2 Hebrew theology, on the other hand, promotes the war of one god against all others.
Yahweh feels a deep aversion toward all other gods and goddesses. His obsession is to preserve
his people from any influence from other divine beings, and to make it his “personal possession”



and “a kingdom of priests” devoted to his cult (Exodus 19:5-6). The Jealous One is possessive:
“I shall set you apart from all these peoples, for you to be mine” (Leviticus 20:26). It is for their
arrogant contempt of their neighbors’ religious practices that the Jews were perceived
everywhere as a “race hated by the gods” (Tacitus, Histories V.3).

In the ancient world, respecting the variety of the gods was the basis of international
relationships. From the third millennium BCE onward, nations built their mutual trust on their
capacity to match their gods; in this way, they knew they were living under the same heaven.
“Contracts with other states,” explains Egyptologist Jan Assmann, “had to be sealed by oath, and
the gods to whom this oath was sworn had to be compatible. Tables of divine equivalences were
thus drawn up that eventually correlated up to six different pantheons.” This translatability of the
gods relied on a standardization of their cosmic functions: the sun god of one country, for
example, was assumed to be the same as the sun god of another. Polytheism as a cultural system
used a “translational technique,” says Assmann, and in this respect, it “represents a major
cultural achievement.” By standardizing the cosmic function of each god, it made the divine
world of one particular group compatible with the divine world of another group. “Religion
functioned as a medium of communication, not elimination and exclusion. The principle of the
translatability of divine names helped to overcome the primitive ethnocentrism of the tribal
religions, to establish relations between cultures, and to make these cultures more transparent to
each other.”® This was how the Greek and Egyptian deities merged into a Greco-Egyptian
syncretism: Osiris took on the traits of Hades, as well as Asclepius and Dionysus.

Yahweh, however, could not be matched up with any other god, and his priests forbade doing
so. “Whereas polytheism, or rather ‘cosmotheism,” rendered different cultures mutually
transparent and compatible, the new counter-religion [Yahwism] blocked intercultural
translatability.”® And when the Lord directs his people, “You will make no pact with them or
with their gods” (Exodus 23:32), or “Do not utter the names of their gods, do not swear by them,
do not serve them and do not bow down to them” (Joshua 23:7), he is in effect preventing any
relationship of trust with the neighboring peoples.

The polytheisms of the great civilizations, Assmann emphasizes, are cosmotheisms, insofar
as the gods, among other functions, form the organic body of the world. Such a conception
naturally leads to a form of inclusive or convergent monotheism, compatible with polytheism: all
gods are one, as the cosmos is one. The notion of the unity of the divine realm naturally connects
with the notion of a supreme god, creator of heaven and earth, enthroned atop a hierarchy of
deities emanating from him—a concept familiar to Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, and most ancient
philosophers. The Yahwist priests, in a competitive mood, would also develop their own
monotheism; but it was an exclusive and revolutionary monotheism, the exact opposite of the
inclusive and evolutionary monotheism of neighboring peoples, and it led to the same result only
in appearance.

To understand how this biblical monotheism came about, it is necessary to know that in the
oldest strata of the Bible, Yahweh is a national, ethnic god, not the supreme God of the Universe.
The Israelites revered Yahweh as the Assyrians worshiped their god Ashur and credited him with
their military victories: “For all peoples go forward, each in the name of its god (elohim), while
we go forward in the name of Yahweh our God for ever and ever” (Micah 4:5). “I am the god of
your ancestors, the god of Abraham, the god of Isaac and the god of Jacob,” Yahweh says to
Moses (Exodus 3:6). Then Yahweh mandates Moses to say to his people: “Yahweh, the god of
your ancestors, has appeared to me,” and to urge them to talk to Pharaoh in the name of
“Yahweh, the god of the Hebrews” (3:16—18). “This is what Yahweh, god [elohim] of Israel,



says, Let my people go,” Moses and Aaron say to Pharaoh (5:1). The Hebrews chant after the
miracle of the Red Sea engulfing Pharaoh and his army, “Yahweh, who is like you, majestic in
sanctity, who like you among the gods [elim]?” (15:11).% And in Canaan, a Hebrew chief
declares to his defeated enemy: “Will you not keep as your possession whatever Chemosh, your
god, has given you? And, just the same, we shall keep as ours whatever Yahweh our god has
given us, to inherit from those who were before us!” (Judges 11:24).7 In all these verses,
Yahweh is an ethnic or national god among others.

Yahweh’s superiority over other gods presupposes the existence of these other gods. One
story in particular deserves to be mentioned here: After the Philistines had captured the Ark of
the defeated Israelites, they “put it in the temple of Dagon, setting it down beside Dagon” (1
Samuel 5:2). The next day, they found the broken statue of Dagon. Yahweh then afflicted the
inhabitants of two Philistine cities, Ashdod and Gat, with a proliferation of rats and an epidemic
of tumors. The Philistines then ordered their priests to return the Ark to the Israelites, along with
a penitential offering of “five golden tumours and five golden rats.” “So make models of your
tumours and models of your rats ravaging the territory, and pay honor to the god of Israel. Then
perhaps he will stop oppressing you, your gods and your country” (6:4-5).

We repeat: At this stage, Yahweh was not the creator of the universe, but an ethnic god
among many, demonstrating his superiority over all other gods and demanding the exclusive
worship of the Israelites. The term “monolatry” has been coined to describe this rare form of
polytheism that presupposes the existence of a plurality of gods but prohibits the worship of all
except one. This is the meaning of the first commandments given to Moses: “I am Yahweh your
God who brought you out of Egypt, where you lived as slaves. You shall have no other gods to
rival me” (Exodus 20:2-3). David’s understanding of Yahweh’s blessing in 2 Samuel 7:23-26, if
read without monotheistic spectacles, also points to a covenant between a god and a people: “Is
there another people on earth like your people, like Israel, whom a god proceeded to redeem, to
make them his people and to make a name for himself by performing great and terrible things on
their behalf, by driving out nations and their gods before his people? For you constituted your
people Israel your own people for ever and you, Yahweh, became their god. Now, god Yahweh,
may the promise which you have made for your servant and for his family stand firm forever as
you have said, so that your name will be exalted for ever and people will say, ‘Israel’s god is
Yahweh Sabaoth.””

It was only during the Babylonian exile that Yahweh, deprived of the temple where he had
previously sat between two cherubim, began to claim to have created the universe himself. After
banning all trade with other gods and declaring Yahweh more powerful than they, the Yahwist
priests and prophets would claim that these other gods simply did not exist. And if Yahweh was
the only real god, then he must have been the creator and master of the universe. The
exterminating fury of the deicide god thus reached its logical conclusion, since denying the
existence of other gods condemns them to nothingness.

This evolution from monolatry to monotheism was retro-projected to the time of King
Hezekiah in the following curious story. Having destroyed the northern kingdom, the Assyrian
king threatens Hezekiah in these words: “Do not let your god on whom you are relying deceive
you with the promise: ‘Jerusalem will not fall into the king of Assyria’s clutches’ [...] Did the
gods of the nations whom my ancestors devastated save them?” Hezekiah then goes up to the
Jerusalem Temple and offers the following prayer: “Yahweh Sabaoth, god of Israel, enthroned
on the winged creatures, you alone are God of all the kingdoms of the world, you made heaven
and earth. [...] It is true, Yahweh, that the kings of Assyria have destroyed the nations, they have



thrown their gods on the fire, for these were not gods but human artifacts—wood and stone—and
hence they have destroyed them. But now, Yahweh our god, save us from his clutches, I beg you,
and let all the kingdoms of the world know that you alone are God, Yahweh” (2 Kings 19:10-
19). In response to this prayer, “the angel of Yahweh went out and struck down a hundred and
eighty-five thousand men in the Assyrian camp,” then struck their king by the hand of his sons
(19:35-37). Pure fiction: the Assyrian annals tell us that in reality, Hezekiah paid tribute to the
Assyrian king. But the lesson of the story, for critical readers, is that a prayer sufficed to
annihilate all other gods and promote Yahweh from the status of national god to that of universal
God.

Of course, the universal God, Father of all men, was known in Samaria and Judea much
before Yahweh was introduced there. The Bible itself tells how Abraham was initiated by
Melchizedek, king of Salem (Jerusalem’s former name), “a priest of God Most High [...],
Creator of heaven and earth” (Genesis 14:18-20). The High God was commonly called El,
meaning “God” (from which derives the Arabic name Allah). So the trick was to merge Yahweh
with El; in the post-exilic strata of the Torah, the two names become interchangeable. Historical-
critical scholars have long noted that biblical passages referring to Yahweh belong to southern
traditions (Judea), while the traditions of the North (Israel or Samaria) designated the creator
simply as “EI” or “Elohim.” This indicates that it was in Judah that Yahweh usurped the majesty
of El, who was thus declared residing in the Jerusalem Temple, to be worshiped nowhere else.
From this point of view, Yahwism is a conspiracy against the true God.

In the biblical story, Baal is the most formidable rival of Yahweh. To justify the eradication
of Baal worship in Canaan, Yahwist scribes present him as a foreign god imported by Jezebel,
the Phoenician wife of Ahab (1 Kings 16:31-32). But he was actually the traditional god of the
land. Baal was for the Canaanites what Osiris was for the Egyptians: both fertility god and lord
of the dead. Baal is actually the equivalent for “Lord” in Aramaic (as well as for the Greek
Kyrios and the Hebrew Adonai). The term is often used in the plural to designate the deities at
large, including the deified dead. But in all of ancient Syria, Baal Shamem, the “Heavenly Lord,”
refers to the supreme God, understood as including all the manifestations of the divine.® It is
ironic that Yahweh, originally a minor tribal god, should rival the great Baal for the status of
supreme God.

In the cycles of Elijah and Elisha, Elijah challenges 450 prophets of Baal to conjure lightning
upon the burnt offering of a bull: “You must call on the name of your god, and I shall call on the
name of Yahweh; the god who answers with fire, is God indeed.” The prophets of Baal exhaust
themselves by shouting to their god, performing “their hobbling dance,” and gashing themselves
with swords and spears, with no result, while Yahweh sets fire to Elijah’s bull after Elijah has
drenched it with twelve jars of water to raise the challenge. People then fall on their faces and
scream “Yahweh is God!” Then, on Elijah’s order, they seize all the prophets of Baal, and Elijah
slaughters them (1 Kings 18). Let us appreciate the significance of this battle of the gods, which
is still awaiting its Hollywood adaptation. It perfectly illustrates how, to arrive at monotheism,
Yahwism takes the diametrically opposite path from other cultures of the same period: Rather
than reaching philosophically the notion of the unity of all gods under a universal Godhead, the
Yahwists pursued the outright negation of other gods and the extermination of their priests. In
this process, theology and anthropology are inseparable. It is insofar as the national god of the
Jews managed to establish himself as the “one God” of humanity that the Jewish people would
be able to style themselves as the “chosen people.”

For a Greek, writes historian Joseph M¢éleéze Modrzejewski, “monotheism can only be the



subject of philosophical speculation and not of religious practice, polytheistic by definition.”
Therefore, when the Greeks discovered the Jews in Egypt after Alexander’s conquest, a
misunderstanding took place, nurtured by Jewish intellectuals themselves. Because they
worshiped only one god and claimed for him the title of universal creator, the Jews gained for
themselves a reputation as a “people of philosophers”—while the Egyptians, for their part,
accused them of “atheism.” Around 315 BCE, Theophrastus of Eresus, disciple of Aristotle,
called the Jews “philosophers by birth,” while mentioning that they “now sacrifice live victims
according to their old mode of sacrifice,” that is, by burning completely their animal offerings
(the original meaning of “holocaust”).£

The misunderstanding became a public scandal in 167, when Antiochos IV dedicated the
temple in Jerusalem to Zeus Olympios (the supreme god). He was expressing the idea that
Yahweh was another name of Zeus. But the revolt led by the Jewish Maccabees proved that in
their eyes, Yahweh remained primarily the god of the Jews, and only incidentally the supreme
God. In other words, Jewish monotheism is really a supremacism and not a universalism.

More than a misunderstanding, it is an ambiguity inherent to Judaism and its relationship to
Gentiles. That is apparent in the Edict of Persian king Cyrus according to the book of Ezra:
“Yahweh, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and has appointed me
to build him a Temple in Jerusalem, in Judah. Whoever among you belongs to the full tally of his
people, may his God be with him! Let him go up to Jerusalem, in Judah, and build the Temple of
Yahweh, the god of Israel, who is the god in Jerusalem” (1:2-3). So, Cyrus speaks in the name of
“the God of heaven” while authorizing the Judean exiles to build a temple to “Yahweh, the god
of Israel [...] the god in Jerusalem.”

We understand that both phrases refer to the same God, but the duality is significant. We find
it again in the edict authorizing the second wave of return. It is now Artaxerxes, “king of kings,”
addressing “the priest Ezra, Secretary of the Law of the God of heaven,” to ask him to offer a
gigantic holocaust “to the god of Israel who resides in Jerusalem” (7:12—15). We later find twice
the expression “God of heaven” interspersed with seven references to “your God,” that is to say,
the God of Ezra and Israel (and keep in mind that capitalization here is a convention of modern
translators). The phrase “God of heaven” appears one more time in the book of Ezra, and it is,
again, in an edict of a Persian king: Darius confirms the edict of Cyrus and recommends that the
Israelites “may offer sacrifices acceptable to the God of heaven and pray for the life of the king
and his sons” (6:10). Elsewhere the book of Ezra only refers to the “God of Israel” (four times),
“Yahweh, the God of your fathers” (once), and “our God” (ten times). In other words, according
to the author of the book of Ezra, only the kings of Persia imagine that Yahweh is “the God of
heaven”—a common designation of the universal god Ahura Mazda among the Persians—while
for the Jews, Yahweh is merely their god, the “god of Israel,” the god of their fathers, in short, a
tribal god.

The same principle can be observed in the book of Daniel, when Nebuchadnezzar, impressed
by the gifts of Daniel’s oracle, prostrates himself and exclaims: “Your god is indeed the God of
gods, the Master of kings” (Daniel 2:47). These passages (in which the god of the Jews becomes,
in the eyes of the goyim, the God of the Universe) reveal the real secret of Judaism, the key to its
relationship to universalism and Gentiles: for the Jews, Yahweh is the god of the Jews, while
Gentiles are led to believe that he is the supreme and only God. “In the heart of any pious Jew,
God is a Jew,” confirms Maurice Samuel in You Gentiles (1924).2

Finally, note that the monotheism of the Torah is untempered by dualism. There is no trace in
the Torah of a cosmic struggle between two principles, as in the myth of Osiris or in Persian



Zoroastrianism. The fundamental tension is not between good and evil, but between Yahweh and
the other gods. The snake (Nachash) tempting Eve in the Garden of Eden disappears forever
from the Bible after that: it has no ontological consistency. The “devil” (diabolos in Greek) will
make his appearance in the Gospels, and “Lucifer” later still, based on a tendentious exegesis of
Isaiah 14:12 in the Latin translation (Vulgate). As for “the satan,” it appears to be borrowed from
a Sumerian legal word meaning the “accuser,” and it never occurs as a proper name in the
Pentateuch (Torah). “Satan” is the prosecution lawyer in Zechariah 3:1 and in the book of Job.2!
In the Old Testament, when he personifies a destructive principle, Satan is hard to distinguish
from Yahweh himself. Thus, in 2 Samuel 24, Yahweh incites David to abuse his power, while in
the same episode recounted by 1 Chronicles 21, the role is given to Satan. One reads in the latter
narrative that “Satan took his stand against Israel” (21:1), that “God [...] punished Israel” (21:7),
that “the angel of Yahweh wreaks havoc throughout the territory of Israel” (21:12) and that
“Yahweh unleashed an epidemic on Israel” (21:14). Ultimately, it is always God who strikes not
only the enemies of Israel, but also Israel itself when it proves unworthy of him. It is he who
triggers wars, epidemics, and plagues of every imaginable sort; he uses alternately Israel to
destroy the nations (as a “mace,” Jeremiah 51:20), and the nations to destroy Israel. Yahweh is
the source of both good and evil. (It follows logically, according to some kabbalistic schools, that
one can serve him through evil as well as through good.)

The relationship between man and the biblical god is purely contractual and legalistic.
According to the Egyptologist Jan Assmann, the idea that God could dictate his laws to men is an
innovation of the Bible. In Egypt and elsewhere in the ancient world, the law was not the
responsibility of the gods, but of men. It stemmed from human consensus, and its application
was based on human judgment. The law therefore had no divine or eternal character: “No
‘pagan’ religion made the law its chief concern.”

The Mosaic law, for its part, fell from heaven already engraved in stone. “Monotheism’s
achievement was not to have introduced law and justice, but to have transferred them from the
earth and human experience, as the source of the law, to heaven and the divine will. By
‘theologizing’ justice, that is, by placing justice in god’s hands, monotheism elevates it to the
status of religious truth.”>? From the Egyptian point of view, attributing the decrees of law to a
divine revelation is a perversion of religion and a distortion of law, which normally draws its
source and legitimacy from human experience. The Yahwist priests stripped man of this
fundamental responsibility, in order to deify law and history. According to the great Jewish
thinker Yeshayahu Leibowitz, “The Torah does not recognize moral imperatives stemming from
knowledge of natural reality or from awareness of man’s duty to his fellow man. All it
recognizes are Mitzvot, divine imperatives.”> The hundreds of mitzvot (“commandments™) are
an end in themselves, not a way to a higher moral consciousness. In fact, according to Gilad
Atzmon, Jewish legalism stifles genuine ethical judgment, for “ethical people don’t need
‘commandments’ to know that murder or theft are wrong.”** Jesus expressed the same view
when he accused the Pharisees of preventing people from entering the Kingdom of God with
their Law (Matthew 13).

It can be remarked that elevating the law, a human construction, to the level of a divine
command, has contributed to making Jews unassimilable. This is what Zionist author Jakob
Klatzkin, an admirer of Spinoza, once pointed out in the journal Der Jude, 1916: “Only the
Jewish Code rules our life. Whenever other laws are forced upon us we regard them as dire
oppression and constantly dodge them. We form in ourselves a closed juridical and business
corporation. A strong wall built by us separates us from the people of the lands in which we live



—and behind that wall is a Jewish State.”> Jewish historian Bernard Lazare likewise remarked
that all the peoples conquered by the Romans submitted without difficulty to the laws of their
conquerors, because laws and religions were clearly separated in their cultures. Only the Jews
resisted assimilation, because Mosaic laws are religious by nature, and suffer no compromise.

No Goddess for Yahweh

Neither is there is any trace in Yahwist metaphysics of gender complementarity. According to
the Bible, Yahweh needed no female deity to create the world—in a curious manner, hanging the
sun in the sky three days and three nights only after declaring “let there be light” (Genesis 1:3—
19). Yahweh is a god without history, without genealogy, without wife or mother or children;
and therefore without mythology. Yet archeologists have found in the ruins of Kuntillet Ajrud
(the Sinai Peninsula) inscriptions dating from the eighth century BCE, asking the blessing of
“Yahweh and his Asherah,” suggesting that the Hebrews of that time had not yet excluded the
Great Goddess from their religion.

The discovery of the cuneiform tablets of Ugarit (in modern Syria) have helped us
understand the importance of the goddess Asherah in the Semitic cultures of the ancient Middle
East. Asherah was the consort of El, the sky god and father of the gods, but she also appears as
his mother, while her children Baal and Anath are also a couple. According to Raphael Patai,
author of The Hebrew Goddess, “For about six centuries [...], that is to say, down to the
destruction of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BCE, the Hebrews worshiped Asherah (and
next to her also other, originally Canaanite, gods and goddesses) in most places and times.”
Only in the Yahwism of the Exile, which triumphed with the reform of Ezra, was Asherah
removed successfully. Yahweh’s repulsion for Asherah is matched only by his hatred of Baal.
We find the name of Asherah forty times in the Old Testament, either to designate and curse the
goddess, or to designate her symbol in the form of “sacred poles” that the Yahwist kings strove
to destroy.

We are now so used to the idea of a Creator who is male, single, and alone, that we have
trouble imagining the spiritual void this implies from the point of view of ancient polytheism.
The Bible tells that Hebrews often rebelled against this misogynous theology of their priests, and
worshiped Asherah as “Queen of Heaven,” to the dismay of the prophet Jeremiah (7:18). After
the destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon, the book of Jeremiah tells us, Judean refugees in Egypt
wondered if it was not their neglect of the Great Goddess, rather than of Yahweh, that was
responsible for their misfortune, and they turned toward her with fervor. Jeremiah called them
back to order by threatening that Yahweh would exterminate them (chapter 44).

The Great Goddess is known in the Middle East under multiple identities. Under the name of
Ishtar, she is the “Queen of all the inhabited places, who keeps the people in order,” according to
a Mesopotamian anthem.* In the Hellenistic period, Asherah and Ishtar were still assimilated to
the Egyptian Isis, while Isis was enriched in turn with attributes of Demeter, Artemis, and
Aphrodite, to which the Romans added Diana and Venus. Isis became for the Greeks the
“myrionyme” goddess (“of ten thousand names”). In the Hellenistic synthesis that combined
ancient Egyptian religion with Greek philosophy, the worship of the goddess Isis took
precedence over that of her husband-brother Osiris. It radiated from Alexandria across the
eastern edge of the Mediterranean basin. Isis became the symbol of Hellenistic civilization and
its ambition to encompass all cultures.?® “You are, by yourself, all other goddesses invoked by all
peoples,” said Isidoros addressing Isis. “You, the unique, who are all,” said the dedication of a
worshiper from Capua. And in Apuleius’s novel The Golden Ass, the goddess Isis calls herself



“Queen of Heaven” and says: “My name, my divinity is adored throughout all the world in
diverse manners, in variable customs and in many names.”%

How can Yahweh, a male god who tolerates no female counterpart, help men grasp the
mystery of womanhood? Yahwism reduces the divine to the masculine, and ignores the most
universal and mysterious of all human experiences: the complementarity of genders. In the
Garden of Eden, natural law itself is reversed when the woman is declared to have come out of
the man, rather than the reverse. If the function of myths is to express in narrative form universal
truths, are we not here dealing with an anti-myth? Historical exegesis has long understood that
the biblical story of the transgression of the first couple was meant as a polemical attack on
Eastern traditions that exalt sexuality as a holy experience and a divine encounter, through
initiatory or marriage rites. These rites have long been misrepresented in Western traditions by
the calumnious rumor of “sacred prostitution.” The lack of any “metaphysics of sex” in Judeo-
Christian culture has led to a judgment of obscenity passed on the whole iconography of hieros
gamos in Asian sacred art.®! In Genesis, the first sexual act of Adam and Eve (of which the
consumption of the forbidden fruit is the obvious metaphor) is the source of all evil, the “original
sin” in Augustinian terms. No transcendence, no positive value whatsoever is attached to it, since
even the knowledge that it is supposed to grant is denied.

On this ground, Yahwism is an anti-Osirism, since the myth of Osiris and Isis magnifies the
power of love over death. The Egyptian myth has parallels in countless myths and tales foreign
to Judaism and Christianity, in which a lost soul, a victim of a bad death (Osiris) is saved in the
afterlife by the sacrificial love of his soul mate (Isis).£ This type of mythical imagination is
totally foreign to the Bible. No biblical narrative encourages Jews to conceive of sexuality as
anything other than a natural function. The paucity of Jewish reflection on the supernatural
power of human love can be contrasted with the rich traditions of India, where the erotic and the
sacred go together. See for example how the Creator Brahma creates Dawn, radiant of youth and
vitality, and himself succumbs to her charms, according to the Kalika Purana. One of the lessons
of these myths of Hieros Gamos, according to Indologist Heinrich Zimmer, is that a man may
find his own soul by adoring a woman, and vice versa.®

Yahwism, for its part, only values marriage from the perspective of creating lineages and
communities. The only major exception is the Song of Songs—which only found a place in the
Hebrew corpus in the first century CE due to an allegorical interpretation of Rabbi Akiva
unrelated to its original inspiration. In reality, the Song of Songs is merely a poetic evocation of
youthful love, probably of non-Jewish origin, whose carnal eroticism does not rise beyond
comparison with drunkenness. The divine is never mentioned.®

From Deicide to Genocide

The ancient peoples readily admitted that they all worshiped the same Great Goddess under
different names. The cult of the Mother Goddess is undoubtedly the most international and the
most likely to bring different peoples together; all men can recognize themselves as the son of
one universal Mother. Motherhood is pacifying. It is also, perhaps, less discriminating than
fatherhood, and it seems that the concept of chosen people would make less sense in a world
embraced by the Queen of Heaven than in a world controlled by the one Yahweh. But the
exclusively male character of Yahweh and his refusal to share power with a goddess are not the
only factors involved. It is the chronic jealousy of Yahweh, not just his misogyny, on which the
xenophobia of biblical Israel is founded. We have seen that the ancient peoples always ensured
that their gods were compatible or on good terms, making cultural and economic relations



possible.

The authors of Deuteronomy were aware of the widespread idea that national gods were all
under the authority of the Supreme Creator. But they altered it in typical fashion: “When the
Most High (Elyown) gave the nations each their heritage, when he partitioned out the human
race, he assigned the boundaries of nations according to the number of the children of God, but
Yahweh’s portion was his people, Jacob was to be the measure of his inheritance” (32:8-9). In
other words, among all nations, the very Father of humankind has picked one for himself,
leaving the others under the care of lesser gods (angelic powers, for such is here the accepted
meaning of “children of God”). That is the ultimate source of Jewish pride: “Of all the peoples
on earth, you have been chosen by Yahweh your God to be his own people” (7:6). And this
people of his, Yahweh naturally wants to “raise higher than every other nation in the world”
(28:1). Although he implicitly admits being the Father of all other national gods, he feels for
them only a murderous hatred.

The essence of monotheistic Yahwism, which is a secondary development of tribalistic
Yahwism, is the exclusive alliance between the universal Creator and a peculiar people, in order
to make it “a people that dwells on its own, not to be reckoned among other nations” (Numbers
23:9). Its specificity is less in the affirmation of a unique God than in the affirmation of a unique
people. The one God is the side of the coin shown to the goy to remind him his eternal debt to
the “inventors of monotheism”; but the other side, the concept of chosen people, is what binds
the Jewish community together, so that one can give up God without abandoning the
exceptionality of the Jewish people.

And so, even while claiming to be the Creator of the universe and humanity, Yahweh
remains a national, chauvinist god; that is the basis for the dissonance between tribalism and
universalism that has brought up the “Jewish question” throughout the ages. In fact, the Jewish
conception of Yahweh parallels the historical process, for in the development of Yahwism, it is
not the Creator of the Universe who became the god of Israel, but rather the god of Israel who
became the Creator of the Universe. And so for the Jews, Yahweh is primarily the god of Jews,
and secondarily the Creator of the Universe; whereas Christians, deceived by the biblical
narrative, see things the other way around.

Having chosen for himself a single tribe among all the peoples, using unknown criteria,
Yahweh plans on making of them not a guide, but a bane for the rest of humanity: “Today and
henceforth, I shall fill the peoples under all heavens with fear and terror of you; whoever hears
word of your approach will tremble and writhe in anguish because of you” (Deuteronomy 2:25).
The biblical stories are there to dramatize the message. Let us mention a few, taken from the
cycles of Jacob, Moses, and David, all carrying the same trademark.

Shechem, the son of Hamor, king of the Canaanite town of Shechem, “fell in love with
[Jacob’s daughter Dinah] and tried to win her heart,” then “seized her and forced her to sleep
with him.” Jacob’s sons “were outraged and infuriated that Shechem had insulted Israel by
sleeping with Jacob’s daughter—a thing totally unacceptable. Hamor reasoned with them as
follows, ‘My son Shechem’s heart is set on your daughter. Please allow her to marry him.
Intermarry with us; give us your daughters and take our daughters for yourselves. We can live
together, and the country will be open to you, for you to live in, and move about in, and acquire
holdings.” Then Shechem addressed the girl’s father and brothers, ‘Grant me this favour, and I
will give you whatever you ask. Demand as high a bride-price from me as you please, and I will
pay as much as you ask. Only let me marry the girl.”” Jacob’s sons then “gave Shechem and his
father Hamor a crafty answer,” demanding that “you become like us by circumcising all your
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males. Then we will give you our daughters, taking yours for ourselves; and we will stay with
you to make one nation.” Hamor, trusting the good intentions of Jacob’s tribe, convinced all his
male subjects to be circumcised. “Now on the third day, when the men were still in pain, Jacob’s
two sons Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers, each took his sword and advanced unopposed
against the town and slaughtered all the males. They killed Hamor and his son Shechem with the
sword, removed Dinah from Shechem’s house and came away. When Jacob’s other sons came
on the slain, they pillaged the town in reprisal for the dishonoring of their sister. They seized
their flocks, cattle, donkeys, everything else in the town and in the countryside, and all their
possessions. They took all their children and wives captive and looted everything to be found in
the houses” (Genesis 34:1-29).

Second example: In Moses’s time, when the kings of Heshbon and Bashan wanted to prevent
the Hebrews from entering their territory, the Hebrews “captured all his towns and laid all these
towns under the curse of destruction: men, women and children, we left no survivors except the
livestock which we took as our booty, and the spoils of the captured towns” (Deuteronomy 2:34—
35).

That is nothing compared to what King David did to the people of Rabba, after having
sacked their town and “carried off great quantities of booty”: “And he brought forth the people
that were therein, and put them under saws, and under harrows of iron, and under axes of iron,
and made them pass through the brickkiln: and thus did he unto all the cities of the children of
Ammon. And David and all the people returned unto Jerusalem” (2 Samuel 12:31). The episode
is repeated in 1 Chronicles 20:3: “And he brought forth the people that were therein, and cut
them with saws, and with harrows of iron, and with axes. Even so dealt David with all the cities
of the children of Ammon.”

I have quoted here from the King James Revised Version. Significantly, this episode has
been fraudulently retranslated after 1946. We now read in the Revised Standard Version: “And
he brought forth the people who were in it, and set them to labor with saws and iron picks and
iron axes, and made them toil at the brickkilns.” And in the Catholic New Jerusalem Bible: “And
he expelled its inhabitants, setting them to work with saws, iron picks and iron axes, employing
them at brickmaking.” This new rendering makes the story politically correct, but highly
improbable, since iron tools were never needed to make bricks—certainly not axes, picks and
saws—but made deadly weapons that no victor in his right mind would distribute to the men he
had just vanquished.

The war code established by Yahweh makes a distinction between the cities outside and
those within the territory given to his people. In the former, “you will put the whole male
population to the sword. But the women, children, livestock and whatever the town contains by
way of spoil, you may take for yourselves as booty. You will feed on the spoils of the enemies
whom Yahweh your God has handed over to you.” In the nearby foreign towns, on the other
hand, “you must not spare the life of any living thing,” men and women, young and old, children
and babies, and even livestock, “so that they may not teach you to do all the detestable things
which they do to honor their gods” (Deuteronomy 20:13—18). So, in Jericho, “They enforced the
curse of destruction on everyone in the city: men and women, young and old, including the oxen,
the sheep and the donkeys, slaughtering them all” (Joshua 6:21).

The city of Ai met the same fate. Its inhabitants were all slaughtered, twelve thousand of
them, “until not one was left alive and none to flee. [...] When Israel had finished killing all the
inhabitants of Ai in the open ground, and in the desert where they had pursued them, and when
every single one had fallen to the sword, all Israel returned to Ai and slaughtered its remaining
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population” (8:22-25). Women were not spared. “For booty, Israel took only the cattle and the
spoils of this town™ (8:27). In the whole land, Joshua “left not one survivor and put every living
thing under the curse of destruction, as Yahweh, god of Israel, had commanded” (10:40).

Likewise for the nomadic tribe of Amalekites, the first enemy the Hebrews faced during the
Exodus from Egypt and Canaan. In a cynically paradoxical formulation, Yahweh asked Moses:
“Write this down in a book to commemorate it, and repeat it over to Joshua, for I shall blot out
all memory of Amalek under heaven” (Exodus 17:14). The idea is repeated in Deuteronomy
25:19: “When Yahweh your God has granted you peace from all the enemies surrounding you, in
the country given you by Yahweh your God to own as your heritage, you must blot out the
memory of Amalek under heaven. Do not forget.”

The mission fell to Saul in 1 Samuel 15: “I intend to punish what Amalek did to Israel—
laying a trap for him on the way as he was coming up from Egypt. Now, go and crush Amalek;
put him under the curse of destruction with all that he possesses. Do not spare him, but kill man
and woman, babe and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.” Thus spoke Yahweh Sabaoth,
the divinely spiteful, by way of the prophet Samuel. Since Saul spared King Agag “with the best
of the sheep and cattle, the fatlings and lambs,” Yahweh repudiates him: “I regret having made
Saul king, since he has broken his allegiance to me and not carried out my orders.” Yahweh
withdrew Saul’s kingship and Samuel “butchered” Agag (“hewed Agag in pieces,” in the
Revised Standard Version, faithfully translating the Hebrew verb shsf).

Despite this theoretically perfect biblical genocide, the Jews never ceased to identify their
enemies with Amalekites. Flavius Josephus, writing for the Romans, recognizes them in the
Arabs of Idumea. Later, Amalek came to be associated, like his grandfather Esau, with Rome and
therefore, from the fourth century onward, with Christianity. The villain of the book of Esther,
Haman, is referred to repeatedly as an Agagite, that is, a descendant of the Amalekite king Agag.
That is why the hanging of Haman and his ten sons and the massacre of 75,000 Persians are
often conflated in Jewish tradition with the extermination of the Amalekites and the brutal
execution of their king. The Torah reading on the morning of Purim is taken from the account of
the battle against the Amalekites, which ends with the conclusion that “Yahweh will be at war
with Amalek generation after generation” (Exodus 17:16).9

When the people, under Moses’s guidance, settled temporarily in the country of Moab (or
Midian) in Transjordania, some married Moabite women, who “invited them to the sacrifices of
their gods” (Numbers 25:2). Such abomination required “the vengeance of Yahweh on Midian.”
(The peoples of Moab and Midian seem here conflated). And so, instructed by Yahweh as
always, Moses formed an army and ordered them to “put every [Midianite] male to death.”
However, the soldiers were guilty of taking “the Midianite women and their little ones captive,”
instead of slaughtering them. Moses “was enraged with the officers of the army” and rebuked
them: “Why have you spared the life of all the women? They were the very ones who [...]
caused the Israelites to be unfaithful to Yahweh. [...] So kill all the male children and kill all the
women who have ever slept with a man; but spare the lives of the young girls who have never
slept with a man, and keep them for yourselves.” At the end of the day, “The spoils, the
remainder of the booty captured by the soldiers, came to six hundred and seventy-five thousand
sheep and goats, seventy-two thousand head of cattle, sixty-one thousand donkeys, and in
persons, women who had never slept with a man, thirty-two thousand in all,” not to mention
“gold, silver, bronze, iron, tin and lead” (Numbers 31:3-31).

And we would be in error if we believed that the message of the prophets, most of whom
were priests, softens the violence of the historical books: “For this is the Day of Lord Yahweh



Sabaoth, a day of vengeance when he takes revenge on his foes: The sword will devour until
gorged, until drunk with their blood,” foresees Jeremiah as reprisals against Babylon. For
Yahweh promises through him “an end of all the nations where I have driven you,” which
includes Egypt (Jeremiah 46:10-28). “Yahweh’s sword is gorged with blood, it is greasy with
fat,” says Isaiah, on the occasion of “a great slaughter in the land of Edom” (Isaiah 34:6).

Zechariah prophesies that Yahweh will fight “all the nations” allied against Israel. In a single
day, the whole earth will become a desert, with the exception of Jerusalem, which will “stand
high in her place.” Zechariah seems to have envisioned what God could do with nuclear
weapons: “And this is the plague with which Yahweh will strike all the nations who have fought
against Jerusalem; their flesh will rot while they are still standing on their feet; their eyes will rot
in their sockets; their tongues will rot in their mouths.” It is only after the carnage that the world
will finally find peace, providing they worship Yahweh; then “the wealth of all the surrounding
nations will be heaped together: gold, silver, clothing, in vast quantity. [...] After this, all the
survivors of all the nations which have attacked Jerusalem will come up year after year to
worship the King, Yahweh Sabaoth, and to keep the feast of Shelters. Should one of the races of
the world fail to come up to Jerusalem to worship the King, Yahweh Sabaoth, there will be no
rain for that one” (Zechariah 14).

The prophetic dream of Israel—nightmare of the nations—is very clearly a supremacist and
imperial project. There is indeed, in Isaiah, the hope of world peace, when the peoples of the
earth “will hammer their swords into ploughshares and their spears into sickles. Nation will not
lift sword against nation, no longer will they learn how to make war” (Isaiah 2:4). But that day
will only come when all nations pay homage to Zion. In those glorious days, says Yahweh to his
people in Second Isaiah, kings “will fall prostrate before you, faces to the ground, and lick the
dust at your feet,” whereas Israel’s oppressors will “eat their own flesh [and] will be as drunk on
their own blood” (49:23-26); “For the nation and kingdom that will not serve you will perish,
and the nations will be utterly destroyed” (60:12); “Strangers will come forward to feed your
flocks, foreigners be your ploughmen and vinedressers; but you will be called ‘priests of
Yahweh’ and be addressed as ‘ministers of our God.” You will feed on the wealth of nations, you
will supplant them in their glory” (61:5-6); “You will suck the milk of nations, you will suck the
wealth of kings” (60:16).

Certainly all these past and future genocides perpetrated in the name of Yahweh are
imaginary, but the psychological effect produced by their accumulation ad nauseam on the
chosen people is not, especially since some are commemorated ritually. It is to celebrate the
massacre of seventy-five thousand Persians slaughtered by the Jews in one day that Mordecai,
the secondary hero of the book of Esther, “a man held in respect among the Jews, esteemed by
thousands of his brothers, a man who sought the good of his people and cared for the welfare of
his entire race” (10:3), establishes Purim, a month before Easter. Emmanuel Levinas would have
us believe that “Jewish consciousness, formed precisely through contact with this moral
hardness, has learned the absolute horror of blood.”® It’s a bit like claiming that the virtual
violence of video games will eventually make our children less violent. Was it not on the day of
Purim, February 25th, 1994, that Baruch Goldstein massacred with a submachine gun twenty-
nine pious Muslims at the tomb of Abraham? Has his grave not become a place of pilgrimage for
Orthodox Jews?¥

The Plunder of the Nations

“Feeding on the wealth of the nations” is the destiny of the Jewish nation, says the prophet



(Isaiah 61:6). It is also the way it was first created, for plundering is the essence of the conquest
of Canaan, according to Deuteronomy 6:10—12: “When Yahweh has brought you into the
country which he swore to your ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob that he would give you,
with great and prosperous cities you have not built, with houses full of good things you have not
provided, with wells you have not dug, with vineyards and olive trees you have not planted, and
then, when you have eaten as much as you want, be careful you do not forget Yahweh who has
brought you out of Egypt, out of the place of slave-labor.”

Gentiles, Canaanites, or others are no different from their belongings in Yahweh’s eyes, and
can therefore become the property of Hebrews. “The male and female slaves you have will come
from the nations around you; from these you may purchase male and female slaves. As slaves,
you may also purchase the children of aliens resident among you, and also members of their
families living with you who have been born on your soil; and they will become your property,
and you may leave them as a legacy to your sons after you as their perpetual possession. These
you may have for slaves; but you will not oppress your brother-Israelites” (Leviticus 25:44—46).
Note that, from the historian’s point of view, the prohibition proves the practice (there is no need
to legislate on something that doesn’t exist), and the story of Joseph illustrates that a Jew sold as
slave by other Jews was not inconceivable.

While waiting for the fulfillment of their imperial destiny, the chosen people can, even more
effectively, exercise their incomparable mastery of monetary mechanisms. One of the
revolutionary contributions of biblical religion in the world is the transformation of money from
a means of exchange to a means of power and even war. In every civilization that has reached the
stage of monetary trade, lending at interest, which makes money a commodity in itself, was seen
as a moral perversion and a social danger. Aristotle condemns usury in his Politics as the “most
unnatural” activity because it gives money the ability to produce itself out of nothing, and
thereby take on a quasi-spiritual, supernatural character. Around the same time, Deuteronomy
prohibited the practice, but only between Jews: “You may demand interest on a loan to a
foreigner, but you must not demand interest from your brother” (23:21).%® During the Jubilee,
every seven years, any creditor must remit his Jewish neighbor’s debt. But not the stranger’s: “A
foreigner you may exploit, but you must remit whatever claim you have on your brother” (15:3).
As far as we know, the Yahwist priests were the first to conceive of enslaving entire nations
through debt: “If Yahweh your God blesses you as he has promised, you will be creditors to
many nations but debtors to none; you will rule over many nations, and be ruled by none” (15:6).

The story of Joseph bringing the Egyptian peasants into debt bondage confirms that the
enrichment of Jews by Gentile debt is a biblical ideal. This story is deeply immoral, but quite
central in the saga of the chosen people; it guarantees divine blessing on all abuses of power
practiced against foreigners. It also illustrates a lesson that Jews have effectively applied
throughout their history, from medieval Europe to eighteenth century Russia: the ability to grab
money through a monopoly on lending at interest is greatly increased if one first receives from
the state authority to collect taxes. The lesson is repeated in the similar story that Flavius
Josephus situates in the Hellenistic period (already mentioned in our previous chapter). “As
difficult as it may be for the modern reader to accept,” remarks Lawrence Wills, “we actually
have before us hero legends concerning tax farmers, as if we were reading the Robin Hood
legend told from the Sheriff of Nottingham’s perspective.”®

The story of Joseph, like those of Esther and Daniel, offer as Jewish heroes characters who
have reached the rank of kings’ advisers and intermediaries in the oppression of peoples; the
heroes make use of such positions to promote their community. The court Jews mentioned in the



Bible most often occupy the functions of cupbearer or eunuch, that is, purveyors of wine and
women. Second Kings 20:18 informs us that some Judeans served as “eunuchs in the palace of
the king of Babylon,” eunuchs being generally attached to the harem. “How often,” remarks
Heinrich Graetz, “have these guardians of the harem, these servants of their master’s whims,
become in turn masters of their master.”? If there is one thing possible to a guardian of the
harem, it is to introduce the woman of his choice into the prince’s bed, as did Mordecai,
“attached to the Chancellery” with “two royal eunuchs,” with Esther, his niece and perhaps
spouse (Esther 2:21).

The Levitic Tyranny

The first victims of Yahweh’s violence are the chosen people themselves. Deuteronomy orders
the stoning of any parent, son, brother, or wife who “tries secretly to seduce you, saying, ‘Let us
go and serve other gods,” unknown to you or your ancestors before you, gods of the peoples
surrounding you. [...] you must show him no pity, you must not spare him or conceal his guilt.
No, you must kill him, your hand must strike the first blow in putting him to death and the hands
of the rest of the people following. You must stone him to death, since he has tried to divert you
from Yahweh your God” (13:7-11). Worse still, if “in one of the towns which Yahweh your God
has given you for a home, there are men, scoundrels from your own stock, who have led their
fellow-citizens astray, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods,’ hitherto unknown to you [...],
you must put the inhabitants of that town to the sword; you must lay it under the curse of
destruction—the town and everything in it. You must pile up all its loot in the public square and
burn the town and all its loot, offering it all to Yahweh your God. It is to be a ruin for all time,
and never rebuilt.” For that is “what is right in the eyes of Yahweh your God” (13:13-19).

When some Jews beyond the control of Moses ate with the Moabites, joined in their religious
cults, and took women from among them, “Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Take all the leaders of the
people. Impale them facing the sun, for Yahweh, to deflect his burning anger from Israel’”
(Numbers 25:4). When a Hebrew had the gall to appear before Moses with his Midianite wife,
Phinehas, grandson of Aaron, “seized a lance, followed the Israelite into the alcove, and there ran
them both through, the Israelite and the woman, through the stomach.” Yahweh congratulated
him for having “the same zeal as I have,” and, as a reward, gave “to him and his descendants
after him, [...] the priesthood for ever” that is, “the right to perform the ritual of expiation for the
Israelites” (25:11-13). Is it not extraordinary that the founding of the Aaronic priesthood
(reclaimed by Ezra and the high priests he installed in power) is thus based on a double murder
blessed by Yahweh?

The overarching theme of the Bible is the relationship between Yahweh and his people. But
according to a critical reading, the Bible is actually the history of the relationship between the
priestly elite speaking for Yahweh and the Jewish people, who are sometimes submissive, and
sometimes rebellious to authority. The Bible itself shows that it is the priests that prevented the
Jewish people from establishing any form of alliance with the surrounding peoples, and pushed
them to genocidal violence against their neighbors. In the tragedy of Shechem summarized above
(Genesis 34:1-29), it is Levi, embodying the priestly authority, who incites the massacre, while
Jacob condemns it. Prophets, who claim to have a direct line with God, are priests or spokesmen
of priests.

The power of the Levitical elites over the people is based on a system of interpretation of
national history that is formidably infallible: whenever misfortune strikes, it is always the fault of
the people (or the king) who did not obey God’s law (and its priestly guarantors) with enough



fervor. After the destruction of Israel by the Assyrian army, the priests base their authority over
the kingdom of Judea by proclaiming that Yahweh deprived Israel of victory because the
Israelites had betrayed his alliance by “sacrificing on all the high places in the manner of the
nations which Yahweh had expelled before them,” and “worshiping idols” (2 Kings 17:11-12).
The Assyrian army itself is “the rod of my anger” (Isaiah 10.5). The argument is the same after
the destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon. The national tragedy does not imply a superiority of the
foreign gods over Yahweh, which would encourage their adoption. Rather, it is Yahweh himself
who used the Babylonians, after the Assyrians, to punish the people who betrayed him. The only
remedy for disaster: strengthened loyalty to Yahweh.

The Yahwist lesson is always the same. Each time the Hebrews begin to sympathize with
other nations to the point of mingling with their religious life (social life being inseparable from
worship), Yahweh punishes them by sending against them ... other nations. The hand of
friendship held out by others is a death trap. He whose friendship you seek is your worst enemy.
This principle in Yahwist ideology encloses the Jewish people in a cognitive vicious circle,
preventing them from learning the only sensible lesson from their experience: that contacts
promote cultural understanding between peoples, while refusal of contact generates hostility.
According to the Bible, the chosen people have obligations only toward Yahweh, never toward
their neighbors. And when those neighbors are hostile, their complaints are irrelevant, since
ultimately it is always Yahweh who sends them against his people when he has decided to punish
them. For two thousand years, Jews have been constantly reminded by their elites that the
persecutions they suffer are not the result of offensive behavior against Gentiles, but rather their
efforts to live with them in harmony—efforts that amount to infidelity to God and to their
vocation as “a people apart.”

From time to time the people rebel against this devastating logic. After the capture of
Jerusalem by Babylon, Judean refugees in Egypt, suddenly freed from the Levitical yoke, decide
to worship Ishtar, the “Queen of Heaven,” saying that it was perhaps for having neglected her
that their country had been ravaged. This provokes the wrath of Jeremiah, who, in the name of
Yahweh, threatens them with extermination (Jeremiah 44). Likewise, doubts gnaw at some
communities after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 CE, as evidenced by the
Jewish literature of this period: “The world which was made on account of us abides; but we, on
account of whom it was made, vanish,” some complain in The Apocalypse of Baruch (14:19). Or:
“If, as you say, you created the world for us, why do not we have what is ours?” (IV Ezra 6:59).
Many Jews of Alexandria, Ephesus, and Rome rushed through the exit door offered by
Christianity.

The history of the Jews, of course, cannot be reduced to a struggle between the elites and the
people; the people are divided, sometimes to the point of civil war, while the elite is ever-
changing and subject to rivalries. Nonetheless, the tension between an elite legislating forever in
the name of God, and a refractory people, is the fundamental dialectic tension in Jewish history
because it is the heart of Jewish collective memory preserved in the Bible. It is inscribed in
Jewishness, and internalized by the Jewish community to this day. Every Jew is constantly
pressed to identify with the ruling elites, yet resists these elites to some extent. Since biblical
times, common sense often prevails among the Jews known as “assimilationists”—the internal
enemies of Yahwism. But the mobilizing power of the Yahwist ideology tirelessly triumphs, and
with each disaster or threat of disaster, the people lets itself be convinced en masse to retreat into
its mental fortress. The few dissenting voices are stigmatized as emanating from Jews
contaminated by “self-hatred.”



Endogamy and Monotheism

When two peoples become neighbors, they face a choice between war and marriage. In the
ancient world, marriage required the mutual adoption of each other’s gods, or at least their
cohabitation in the same household. To marry a woman of another people not only binds one to
her relatives, but to her gods as well. This does not pose a problem to the extent that the gods are
social beings who tolerate each other. But the god of the Hebrews is a jealous god, who tolerates
no other. Yahweh therefore always imposes the choice of war. The command of strict endogamy
is justified in the Bible by strict monotheism, and foreign women are held primarily responsible
for the apostasy of their husbands; worse, they transmit their gods and religious rites to their
children. At the first conquest of Canaan, it was forbidden to marry one’s children to the natives,
“for your son would be seduced from following me into serving other gods; the wrath of Yahweh
would blaze out against you and he would instantly destroy you” (Deuteronomy 7:3—4). To
prevent religious contagion, Moses orders, in the name of Yahweh, the extermination of all
living beings without distinction in certain conquered towns “so that they may not teach you to
do all the detestable things which they do to honor their gods” (20:18). Similarly, during the
return from the Exile, on learning that the “survivors” had resorted to the abomination of mixed
marriages, and that “the holy race has been contaminated by the people of the country,” Ezra
makes them promise to “send away all the foreign wives and their children” (Ezra 9:2; 10:3).

Since the alliance between Yahweh and his chosen people is comparable to a marriage,
mixed marriages and foreign cults are both considered forms of adultery or prostitution. To
worship other gods is like having sex with a foreigner. To dramatize this idea, the prophet Hosea
marries a prostitute, “as Yahweh loves the Israelites although they turn to other gods” (Hosea
3:1). Conversely, as Niels Lemche writes, “Intermingling with foreign women means playing
with foreign gods, which is the same as breaking the covenant relationship.”” Keeping the blood
pure of any foreign influence is the core of the covenant with Yahweh. When some Hebrews
take wives from Moab, it is described, in biblical terms, as: “The people gave themselves over to
prostitution with Moabite women. These invited them to the sacrifices of their gods, and the
people ate and bowed down before their gods” (Numbers 25:1-2). Moses/Yahweh orders the
impalement of the chiefs of the guilty tribes, then the extermination of all Midianites, with the
exception of “young girls who have never slept with a man, and keep them for yourselves”
(31:18). For the prohibition of intermarriage does not apply to rape and sexual slavery; the well-
known principle that Jewishness is transmitted by the mother was originally prescribed to keep
the bastards of these unions from polluting the community.

For a king to marry a foreign princess is a political act that seals an alliance between the
kingdoms. Even this is condemned by Yahwists scribes, although in the case of Solomon, the
sentence is ambiguous since the seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines attributed to
this fictional king, which make him the world champion in all categories, are a sign of his vast
influence. However, his foreign wives, “who offered incense and sacrifice to their gods™ (1
Kings 11:8), were held responsible for the decline of Solomon and his kingdom when he was
old. “His wives swayed his heart to other gods” (11:4), including “Astarte the goddess of the
Sidonians, Chemosh the god of Moab, Milcom the god of the Ammonites” (11:33). Similarly,
the king of Israel, Ahab son of Omri, is the most despised of the northern kings because he took
to wife Jezebel, a Phoenician princess and worshiper of Baal. Under her influence, Ahab
“proceeded to serve Baal and worship him. He erected an altar to him in the temple of Baal
which he built in Samaria. Ahab also put up a sacred pole [an Ashera] and committed other
crimes as well, provoking the anger of Yahweh, god of Israel, more than all the kings of Israel



his predecessors” (1 Kings 16:31-33).

The command of endogamy is so highly valued in the Bible that it even trumps the
prohibition of incest as understood by most cultures. Abraham marries his half-sister Sarah, his
father’s daughter (and prefers her son to that of his concubine). This allows him, when he goes to
Egypt, to pretend that his wife is his sister, so the Pharaoh can requisition her as a concubine,
offering Abraham in exchange “flocks, oxen, donkeys, men and women slaves, she-donkeys and
camels” (Genesis 12:16). Abraham renews the strategy in the land of Negev. When the king
Abimelech learns the truth and confronts Abraham, who responds: “Anyway, she really is my
sister, my father’s daughter though not my mother’s, besides being my wife.” Then Abimelech
gave back to Abraham his wife, together with “sheep, cattle, men and women slaves™ (20:12—
14).

This second narrative suffers from improbability insofar as Sara is already old. It is actually a
duplicate of the same story told later about Isaac, whose young wife Rebecca was coveted by the
same Abimelech, thinking she was Isaac’s sister. Seeing through a window “Isaac caressing
Rebekah,” Abimelech accuses Isaac of misleading him: “What a thing to do to us! One of the
people might easily have slept with your wife. We should have incurred guilt, thanks to you”
(26:10). It is hard to resist the impression that Isaac, in imitation of his father, uses his wife to
extract from these highly moral Philistines a ransom as a debt of honor. The scheme is not unlike
the story of Esther, a secret Jew and niece—as well as wife according to some readings—of the
influential Jew Mordecai, who uses her to favorably dispose the Persian king toward the Jewish
community.

Isaac is less endogamous than his father Abraham, whose marriage to a half-sister remains an
isolated case. Isaac receives an Egyptian wife in his youth, but his heirs are the children he will
have with Rebecca, the daughter of his cousin Bethuel (whose mother, Milcah, had married his
uncle Nahor, according to Genesis 11:29). Rebecca, horrified at the idea that her son Jacob
should marry outside of the family, sends him to her brother Laban so he can marry one of
Laban’s daughters, i.e., his cousin. Jacob marries both Leah and Rachel (Genesis 28). The case
of Esau, Jacob’s older brother, appears similar: He offends his parents by marrying two Hittite
women (“These were a bitter disappointment to Isaac and Rebekah” 26:35), then broadens his
efforts and takes to wife his cousin Mahalath, the daughter of his uncle Ishmael (28:9). However,
Ishmael is himself of impure lineage, being the son of Abraham and his Egyptian handmaid
Hagar. So Esau is excluded from the chosen people and is the ancestor of the Edomites (Genesis
36). This genealogy can only have been invented by a caste of Babylonian exiles carrying
inbreeding to an extreme. At the time of the Second Temple that followed their return, marriages
between uncle and niece were highly valued, especially among families of priests, who were
obsessed with the purity of their blood.

Endogamy is also a characteristic feature of Jewish novels written in the Persian and
Hellenistic periods. Let us recall how Tobiah, the son of Tobit, marries his “closest relative,” the
daughter of his uncle. The angel Raphael informs him that her father Raguel “has no right
whatever to refuse you or to betroth her to anyone else. That would be asking for death, as
prescribed in the Book of Moses, once he is aware that kinship gives you the pre-eminent right to
marry his daughter” (Tobit 6:13).

The puritan revolution of the Maccabees emphasized strict endogamy and, in keeping with
Deuteronomic tradition, viewed intermarriage as idolatry. The Book of Jubilees, a book of the
Hasmonean period, proclaims: “And if there is any man who wishes in Israel to give his daughter
or his sister to any man who is of the seed of the Gentiles he shall surely die, and they shall stone



him with stones; for he has wrought shame in Israel; and they shall burn the woman with fire,
because she has dishonored the name of the house of her father, and she shall be rooted out of
Yisrael” (30:7).

It is true that during that same period, Judaism experienced a period of expansion during
which many people were converted. In 125 BCE John Hyrcanus conquered the land of Edom
and, according to Flavius Josephus, “subdued all the Edomites, and permitted them to stay in that
country, if they would circumcise their genitals, and make use of the laws of the Jews; [...] at
which time therefore this befell them, that they were hereafter no other than Jews” (Jewish
Antiquities X1I1.9). His son Aristobulus, nicknamed Philhellene, annexed Galilee in 104 BCE,
then occupied mostly by Itureans, uniting Itureans to Edomites “by the bond of the circumcision
of their genitals” (XIII.11). Alexander Jannaeus, brother and heir of Aristobulus, was less
successful in his attempt to convert the Hellenistic cities of Samaria, Gaza, and Pela in
Transjordan; so he “slew the inhabitants of Gaza; yet they were not of cowardly hearts, but
opposed those that came to slay them, and slew as many of the Jews” (XIII.13). These policies of
forced conversions came from Hellenized rulers viewed as “godless” by contemporary pious
Jews. Moreover, they did not contradict the principle of inbreeding, because the converted Jews
were still considered second-class, while native Jewish society remained hostile to their marital
integration, especially among the elites.

Modern Jewish historians writing for Gentiles have spread the idea that ancient Judaism was
a proselytizing faith, but this idea is based on a misinterpretation of the data. Ancient Jewish
chronicles have not retained the name of even a single missionary, and Jewish literature on the
conversion of the Gentiles is limited to the one that will take place at the end of time, when the
world will recognize the superiority of the Jews. The evidence does, however, confirm the
existence of “Judaizers” who approached Jewish communities and attended their meetings; all
belonged to the elite, so that if they were to marry within the Jewish community, they would play
a particular role. Yet even this practice was condemned by Orthodox rabbis. At the end of the
second century, Rabbi Hiyya the Great comments: “Do not have faith in a proselyte until twenty-
four generations have passed, because the inherent evil is still within him.”2



Chapter 3
THE PRINCE OF THIS WORLD

“I shall shake all the nations, and the treasures of all the nations
will flow in, and I shall fill this Temple with glory, says Yahweh
Sabaoth. Mine is the silver, mine the gold! Yahweh Sabaoth
declares.”

Haggai 2:7-8

Death and Culture in the Antique World

The Bible is a collection of disparate, stylistically varied texts from various epochs.
Consequently, the biblical notions concerning the fate of the deceased in the hereafter are
multiple, heterogeneous, and generally difficult to reconcile. There is nevertheless a fundamental
Yahwist conception, of which the others are only deviations: the Hebrew Bible does not grant
man any form of afterlife worthy of the name: man is dust and returns to dust (Genesis 3:19).
“My spirit cannot be indefinitely responsible for human beings, who are only flesh” (Genesis
6:3). Yahweh has nothing to do with the dead “whom you remember no more, cut off as they are
from your protection” (Psalms 88:5). Genesis 2:7 plays on the semantic link between man, adam,
and earth, adamah : “Elohim shaped adam, dust of adamah.”

Admittedly this denial of the afterlife in Yahwist literature is not absolute: there is Sheol. The
Bible uses this term to designate a dark and damp region underground, where the dead, good as
well as bad, subsist only as impotent shadows in an unconscious sleep. While Sheol represents a
subterranean place, it is above all a negative concept that approaches the idea of nothingness
(unthinkable by definition); death in Sheol is virtual annihilation. In fact, the term appears only
five times in the Pentateuch: four times in Genesis, as a conventional name for death,Z and once
in Numbers, concerning Korah and two hundred and fifty notables, “renowned men” who
rebelled against the authority of Moses and Aaron: “The ground split apart under their feet, the
earth opened its mouth and swallowed them, their families, all Korah’s people and all their
property. They went down alive to Sheol with all their belongings. The earth closed over them
and they disappeared in the middle of the community” (Numbers 16:31-33). The term here has
only a narrative function, since no subterranean afterlife is granted to these men after their living
burial.

Some will object that the Torah has two terms to designate the immortal spirit: nephesh and
ruah. This is a misunderstanding. The Hebrew word nephesh is translated in the Septuagint by
the Greek psyche, and in English by “soul.” But in reality it designates a “living being,” that is to
say, a body that life has not yet left; it sometimes translates simply as “life.” The term is
intimately related to blood in the food prohibitions of Leviticus 17. “According to the primeval
Jewish view,” writes Jewish historian Josef Kastein, “the blood was the seat of the soul,” which
is why it is forbidden to consume the blood of animals. The Hebrew word ruah, translated as
pneuma in the Septuagint, and generally as “spirit” in English, means “wind,” “breath,”
“respiration,” and thus also designates life. Thus there is no notion of immortal soul in the
formula of Genesis 2:7: “Yahweh God shaped man from the soil of the ground and blew the
breath of life [ruah] into his nostrils, and man became a living being [nephesh].”

The metaphysical materialism of the biblical worldview is overlooked or denied by Reform
Judaism, and mentioning it is now considered bad manners. But such was not the case a century



ago, when Sigmund Freud wrote in Moses and Monotheism (1939) about the Egyptians: “No
other people of antiquity has done so much to deny death, has made such careful provision for an
after-life [...]. The early Jewish religion, on the other hand, had entirely relinquished
immortality; the possibility of an existence after death was never mentioned in any place.”?*

From the Egyptian point of view, such a denial of life after death makes Yahwism an anti-
Osirian religion, that is to say, a Sethian anti-religion. To understand this, we must consider the
details of the death and resurrection of Osiris, related by Plutarch. Osiris is the first king of
Egypt. Scheming to take his place, his younger brother Seth discreetly takes the measure of his
body and commands the making of a sumptuously decorated coffin. Through deceit he induces
Osiris to lie down, closes the lid, seals it with lead, and throws the coffin into the Nile, which
carries Osiris as far as the Mediterranean. Isis, aided by her sister Nephthys, goes in search of her
husband’s coffin. After many attempts, she discovers the body, which she brings back to Egypt
and hides. Seth discovers the hiding place and cuts the body into fourteen pieces, which he
disseminates throughout the land of Egypt. The faithful Isis then transforms herself into a kite
and sets off in search of the scattered limbs of her husband. She finds all the pieces except one:
his virile member, which had been eaten by fish. Isis makes a simulacrum to replace it,
reconstitutes the body, and brings it back to life through lamentations and prayers.

The story of Osiris is a funerary myth; it conveys a vision of the destiny of man after death.
Seth is the personification of death in its destructive corporeal aspect, while Osiris is the
personification of the spiritual victory over death. As the first king and first death in history,
Osiris is also the king of the dead. Each Pharaoh inherits his destiny and, when he dies, becomes
Osiris, king of the Other World, even as his son inherits the royal throne on earth, corresponding
to the role of Horus. In texts carved on the inner walls of the pyramids, which are nothing more
than gigantic and sophisticated burial mounds, the divinities of the Egyptian pantheon are
grouped around their sovereign, Osiris, to assist him in his new life in the grave. The dead
pharaoh inherits royalty in the Other World: “May you rise up, protected and provided for like a
god, equipped with the attributes of Osiris on the throne of the First of the Occidentals, to do
what he did among the glorified, imperishable stars.”?

Progressively, these royal texts became more democratic. The Texts of the Sarcophagi,
placed in the coffins of the notables of the Middle Kingdom, were inspired by them. Then in the
New Kingdom appeared the Books of the Dead, papyri placed in the tombs of ordinary deceased.
They describe Osiris sitting in the Hall of Judgment, surrounded by an arena of divine judges. A
scale was placed before the deceased in order to carry out the weighing of his heart; the other
plate of the scale was occupied by the pen of Maat, goddess of Truth and Immutable Justice. If
the balance weighed against him, the dead man’s soul was forever excluded from eternal
happiness. All justified souls were admitted into the community of gods and spirits, modeled on
the pattern of earthly society. Osiris, we must note, does not judge the dead; he only presides
over their judgment. The conscience of each one is his own judge. From the Middle Kingdom
onward, as documented by Bojana Mojsov, Osiris “was the voice that spoke to every heart, the
undisputed sovereign of the dead whom everyone had to encounter when the hour had struck. As
a god who shared human suffering and death, Osiris would know the human heart and
understand the trials and tribulations of earthly life.”2® While Osiris reigns on the dead, Isis takes
care of the living, and assists them on their final journey, provided they have been initiated.

The motif of the missing and then reconstituted penis indicates that Osiris belongs to
mankind, yet is an exception to the rule that the dead do not procreate. Though dead, Osiris
conceives Horus with Isis. Osiris is an exceptional and paradigmatic dead man. The same is true



of most of the mythical characters held to rule over the Other World: they come from the world
of the living, they are the divine deceased. In the Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh, the mythical king
who quested for immortality during his lifetime was promoted to “Grand Judge of the Dead”
after his death.” In India, Yama is the first man who “has traveled to heavenly heights [...] and
shows the way to the multitude,” according to the Rig-Veda (X.14). In Greece, Dionysus, who is
the same figure as Osiris according to Herodotus (I1.41), passed through the human experience of
birth, suffering, and violent death before becoming a divinity of death, whose worship aims to
ensure a good afterlife. Odin, the Germanic god of the dead, is described by the Scandinavian
mythographers as a magician warrior who, having died hanging from a tree, became “Lord of the
Dead,” reigning in Valhalla over “all men who perish by arms.”® One could multiply the
examples of heroes or mythical earthly kings who have become kings of the dead, generally after
a sacrificial death.”2 But none has had a radiance comparable to Osiris, probably because no great
civilization was as preoccupied with death as Egypt.

The Egyptian vision of the afterlife exerted great influence on surrounding civilizations.
Greek authors readily admitted this debt, and Herodotus even knew that the cults celebrated at
Eleusis were of Egyptian origins.® Hellenism, which radiated outward from Alexandria
beginning in the third century BCE, owes much to Osirism, as does the later phenomenon of
Neoplatonism. The “mysteries of Osiris,” an initiatic cult described by lamblichus about 320 CE,
competed with Christianity in popularity. Apuleius, a second-century Roman author of Berber
origin, gives us an encrypted summary in his loosely autobiographical novel Metamorphoses (or
The Golden Ass). Pursuing an interest in magic, the hero, Lucius, is turned into an ass—the
symbol of Seth, symbolizing a world of crime and debauchery. By praying to the “divine
Mother” Isis, he recovers his human shape. He then devotes his life to the goddess and is
initiated into her Mysteries, described as “a voluntary death” by which one can be “born again.”
Isis promises Lucius a happy afterlife, “when, having passed through the allotted space of your
life, you descend to the realms beneath,” and, “dwelling in the Elysian fields, (you) shall
frequently adore me whom you now see, and shall there behold me shining amidst the darkness
of Acheron.”

According to an ancient theory that had fallen out of favor but is now returning to the
forefront of religious anthropology, man’s struggle against death is the source of religious rituals
and myths.2! For the Egyptologist Jan Assmann, “death is the origin and cradle of culture,” for
culture is the effort of man to survive death, individually and collectively. Its first achievements
were devoted to representations of immortality and to symbolic exchanges between the world of
the living and the world of the dead.® According to the most reasonable hypothesis, prehistoric
cave art was a means of communicating with the underworld of the dead. Prehistoric megaliths,
the earliest stone architecture, were also houses for the dead; and images were probably first
fashioned to memorialize the dead. Art stems from the desire to make visible the invisible. It is
in this light that we must understand the Deuteronomic prohibition: “You shall not make yourself
a carved image or any likeness of anything in heaven above or on earth beneath or in the waters
under the earth” (Exodus 20:4).

Drama, epic, and myths are also born from funerary rites and the need to keep the dead alive.
The majority of myths and folktales have as their central theme the bond between a mortal and
an invisible power. This is why the highest ideal of love is found in myths of the Other World.
The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, associated with the Greek mystical current of Orphism,
structurally resembles the myth of Osiris and Isis: Orpheus the king, driven to despair by the
death of his beloved wife, travels through hell to find her, rescue her, and bring her back to life;



in the version popularized by Virgil and Ovid, he fails. In the myth of Demeter and Persephone,
a mother goes in search of her daughter who has been abducted by Hades, but only succeeds in
bringing her back for part of the year. Love that survives death, and to some extent triumphs over
it, is one of the most prized narrative themes of ancient culture; it takes many forms, ranging
from sacred myths to ghost stories (one of which, narrated around 130 CE by Phlegon of Tralles,
inspired Goethe’s ballad “The Bride of Corinth™).

Biblical Materialism

Unlike the Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, or Roman traditions, the Hebrew religion is
hostile to any imaginary form of the hereafter. In the Hebrew Bible, one would search in vain for
the idea that the dying man will meet his Creator: the life of each of the patriarchs ends simply
by mentioning their place of burial. About Jacob, it is said that, “breathing his last, he was
gathered to his people” (Genesis 49:33), but nothing suggests here anything more than a
conventional euphemism. Jacob, in any case, does not join Yahweh. In fact, Yahweh does not
seem to reside in any other place than the earthly Jerusalem Temple. Reflecting a Sethian vision
of life and death, the Judaic tradition knows nothing of the funerary myths so popular in other
cultures, whose heroes explore the Other World.

Hope of a better life and fear of divine retribution in the hereafter are absent from the Bible.
When, in Isaiah 38, King Hezekiah “fell ill and was at the point of death,” he supplicates
Yahweh to lengthen his physical life, not to welcome his spirit. “I have heard your prayer and
seen your tears,” Yahweh answers. “I shall cure you: in three days’ time you will go up to the
Temple of Yahweh. I shall add fifteen years to your life” (38:5). The Song of Hezekiah that
follows clearly states that Sheol holds no promise of any real life and that it is not even under the
rule of Yahweh. Once dead, Hezekiah laments, “I shall never see Yahweh again in the land of
the living.” “For Sheol cannot praise you, nor Death celebrate you; those who go down to the pit
can hope no longer in your constancy. The living, the living are the ones who praise you, as I do
today” (38:11-19).

We note in passing that biblical materialism goes together with the absence of any
transcendent conception of the complementarity of the sexes. In the Bible, the male-female
relationship is entirely absorbed in the conjugal and the parental, that is, the social realm.
Yahweh does not say to Adam and Eve, “Let love open your hearts and unite your souls,” nor
anything of the kind, but instead, “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and subdue it” (Genesis
1:28). Such an implicit devaluation of Eros, elsewhere celebrated as potentially magical,
initiatory, or mystical, puts a damper on one of the most beautiful promises of the human
experience. This is in turn, of course, related to the injunction of endogamy, since the
transcendence of Eros is one of the foundations of exogamy. Consanguinity is not conducive to
rapturous infatuation.

The so-called polytheistic peoples place their fundamental hopes in an otherworldly
Promised Land. It may be represented as a remote island, a high mountain, a subterranean or
underwater world, but the point is that it is not accessible to mortals, to fleshly beings, except for
the handful of mythical heroes who have ventured there and come back alive. This otherworldly
Paradise is often endowed with a miraculous spring or a “tree of life,” that provides eternal life
and youth. It is Mag Mell, “the Plain of Happiness” where we remain young and beautiful, in
Irish mythology; or the “World of the Living, where there is no death, no lack, no sin.”® No such
hope is given by Yahweh to his people. The Promised Land of the Jews is an accessible
geographical place situated between the Nile and the Euphrates; it is a destiny that is exclusively



terrestrial and collective. Yahwism has focused all his people’s hope on this earth, where,
obviously, neither milk nor honey really flows. After the Jealous God and the Chosen People, the
Promised Land is the third pillar of biblical Judaism.

In fact, the Yahwist scribes have taken the universal mythic theme of the blessed afterlife for
the virtuous dead and turned it on its head; they have transferred this paradise (Pardes, the
Garden) and its tree of life, the future hope of each man, into a past lost forever for all mankind.
And there they have staged the drama introducing into the world the double scourge of death and
labor; for death in their eyes bears no promise, and labor produces no spiritual merit. It is only in
punishment of his transgression in the Garden that Yahweh declares to Adam: “By the sweat of
your face will you earn your food, until you return to the ground, as you were taken from it. For
dust you are and to dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19). By the same spirit of contradiction, the
serpent, associated throughout the Near East with the chthonian divinities but also with revealed
or intuitive knowledge (the gnosis of the Greeks), is likewise the object of an inversion: when it
offers to the first humans the means of acquiring knowledge and to “be like gods” (Genesis 3:5),
it borrows the language of initiatory mysteries; but the Bible presents the serpent as a liar.

Yahweh is hardly a god, if we define a god as a creature of the Other World. He is heard
strolling in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:8), but that’s because the Garden is an earthly place,
just like the Promised Land. Yahweh is more a king than a god, which is precisely why the
biblical Levites are always in conflict with the Judean and Israeli kings. According to the
Levites, Yahweh alone, ideally, should be king (an invisible king speaking through his appointed
ministers); human kings are tolerated as long as they strictly conform to Yahweh’s will (that is,
to the Levites’ command).

The Yahwist denial of the afterlife is linked to the Egyptophobia that permeates the Torah.
But it is also historically linked to the rejection of Baal, who was for the inhabitants of Syria
what Osiris was for the Egyptians: both god of fertility and lord of the dead. This is why the
persistence of the cult of Baal is associated in the Bible with necromancy: “The history of the
ancient Israelite conceptions of afterlife is closely related to the struggle between Yahwism and
Baalism,” Klass Spronk explains. The absence of any speculation on the afterlife in the Hebrew
Bible is due “to the fear of becoming entangled in the Canaanite religious ideas about life and
death.”®

Nevertheless, these religious ideas seem very much alive among Hebrews resisting Levitical
orthodoxy. It is said that the Israelites worshiped and offered sacrifices to a bronze serpent called
Nehushtan, supposedly built by Moses, until Hezekiah “smashed” it (2 Kings 18:4). “They
committed themselves to serve Baal-Peor, and ate sacrifices made to lifeless gods,” we read in
Psalm 106:28. The prophet Isaiah condemns those who “consult ghosts and wizards that whisper
and mutter” or “the dead on behalf of the living” (8:19). Yahweh chastises his people for
“constantly provoking me to my face by sacrificing in gardens, burning incense on bricks, living
in tombs, spending the night in dark corners” (65:3—4). Deuteronomy expressly forbids the
activity of “soothsayer, augur or sorcerer, weaver of spells, consulter of ghosts or mediums, or
necromancer. For anyone who does these things is detestable to Yahweh your God” (18:11-12).
Leviticus confirms: “Do not have recourse to the spirits of the dead or to magicians; they will
defile you. I, Yahweh, am your God” (19:31). Whoever breaks this rule must be put to death
(20:6—7 and 27).2 In the eyes of the historian, the prohibition proves the practice; all these
passages leave no doubt about the reality of the cults of the dead condemned in derogatory terms
by the priests and prophets of Yahweh. These practices included offerings of food to the dead,
incubation on graves, and other means of communicating with the hereafter.
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According to a likely etymology, “religion” (from Latin religare, “to bind”) serves to bind
man to the transcendent. It holds him upright by pulling him heavenward. Man therefore exists in
vertical tension between the natural and supernatural worlds, between his biological destiny
(survival through progeny) and his spiritual destiny (survival through death). Yahweh is the god
who cut this vertical bond and turned man’s attention exclusively toward the material world.
This fundamentally materialistic nature of ancient Hebraism has often been pointed out by
historians of religion: the rewards promised by Yahweh to those who “fear” him are entirely
material—to be “full of days,” to have numerous offspring and a great fortune. Man’s only
survival is through generation, or blood descent, according to the Torah. This explains the
asymmetry between the myth of Osiris and its biblical reflection in the story of Cain and Abel: it
is not Abel’s soul that suffers, but rather his blood “crying out to God from the ground” (Genesis
4:10). Nor is there any resurrection, since Seth-Yahweh is the god of death—meaning
annihilation, not resurrection. Therefore the assassinated Abel must be “replaced” by a third
offspring of Adam and Eve.

Circumcision reinforces this primacy of the physical. God said to Abraham: “You for your
part must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you, generation after generation.
This is my covenant which you must keep between myself and you, and your descendants after
you: every one of your males must be circumcised. You must circumcise the flesh of your
foreskin, and that will be the sign of the covenant between myself and you. As soon as he is eight
days old, every one of your males, generation after generation, must be circumcised, including
slaves born within the household or bought from a foreigner not of your descent. Whether born
within the household or bought, they must be circumcised. My covenant must be marked in your
flesh as a covenant in perpetuity. The uncircumcised male, whose foreskin has not been
circumcised—that person must be cut off from his people: he has broken my covenant” (Genesis
17:9-14). Circumcision, as “the sign of the covenant,” perfectly symbolizes the unspiritual
nature of Yahwism. As a mark in the flesh somehow transmitted from father to son, it is like a
superimposed genetic trait, a Yahwist gene. Spinoza was on the mark when he wrote: “I attribute
such value to the sign of circumcision, that it is the only thing that I esteem capable of assuring
an eternal existence to this nation.”

Certainly, in the Hellenistic period, Greek dualism infiltrated the so-called Jewish “wisdom
literature,” which features the voice of Sophia, sometimes assimilated to the Logos. Thus, the
Book of Wisdom, written in Greek in Alexandria in the first century BCE, asserts that “God
created human beings to be immortal,” and criticizes those who “do not believe in a reward for
blameless souls” (2:22-23). But such texts are the exceptions confirming the rule. They form
part of the brief parenthesis of Hellenistic Judaism, which was vigorously repressed by
Talmudism and would only be saved from oblivion by Christian copyists. And even within this
Hellenistic Judaism, the materialist viewpoint prevailed. According to Ecclesiastes, “The living
are at least aware that they are going to die, but the dead know nothing whatever. No more wages
for them, since their memory is forgotten. [...] there is neither achievement, nor planning, nor
science, nor wisdom in Sheol where you are going” (9:5-10). In fact, “the fate of humans and the
fate of animals is the same: as the one dies, so the other dies; both have the selfsame breath. The
human is in no way better off than the animal—since all is futile. Everything goes to the same
place, everything comes from the dust, everything returns to the dust” (3:19-20).

The book of Job conveys the same message: there will be no hoped-for consolation when
Job’s suffering finally ends. “If man once dead could live again, I would wait in hope, every day
of my suffering, for my relief to come” (Job 14:14).2¢ Alas! “There is always hope for a tree:



when felled, it can start its life again; its shoots continue to sprout. [...]. But a human being? He
dies, and dead he remains, breathes his last, and then where is he? [...] A human being, once laid
to rest, will never rise again, the heavens will wear out before he wakes up, or before he is roused
from his sleep” (14:7—12). As the only reward for his fidelity to Yahweh, Job gets a 140 year
reprieve on earth, numerous offspring, “fourteen thousand sheep, six thousand camels, a
thousand yoke of oxen and a thousand she-donkeys™ (42:12).

It is true that between the first century BCE and the first century CE, the idea of the
“resurrection” of the dead made its entry into Maccabean literature, written in Greek for the
greater glory of the Hasmonean dynasty founded by the Maccabees. The Greek word anistanai
literally means “to rise, awaken, get up,” and anastasis means awakening. It is therefore the
opposite of “to lie down/fall asleep,” the conventional Hebrew euphemism evoking the death of
kings (“he fell asleep with his ancestors,” 1 Kings 14:31, 15:24 and 16:6, or 2 Kings 14:29),
while the Greek texts prefer koimao, also “fall asleep” (as in the case of the stoned Stenus of
Acts 7:60). The notion of resurrection was applied to the horribly tortured martyrs of the
resistance against the Seleucid emperor Antiochus. Then it was extended to all mankind and
postponed till the end of time in the book of Daniel: “Of those who are sleeping in the Land of
Dust, many will awaken, some to everlasting life, some to shame and everlasting disgrace. Those
who are wise will shine as brightly as the expanse of the heavens, and those who have instructed
many in uprightness, as bright as stars for all eternity” (12:2-3). Such a vision is taken directly
from the Greco-Roman ideal of the hero, right down to its vocabulary. The transfiguration of the
good dead into a “body of light” is a common religious motif in Hellenistic culture and beyond.
But the rabbinic imagination will mostly ignore that aspect, and rather stick to the idea of the
coming back to life of the physical corpse out of its tomb, with its limbs reconstituted. In such a
grossly materialistic expectation, there is no need, and hardly any space, for an immortal soul.
Besides, even the resurrection at the end of the world has always remained somewhat marginal
within the rabbinic tradition, which accepts the authority of the book of Daniel, but rejects the
books of Maccabees. In the twelfth century, the great Maimonides evokes the “resurrection of
the dead” at the end of time, in the last of his thirteen articles of faith, but this belief has never
been developed in the Talmud.

Eventually, by another of these inversions, which are the trademark of Judaism, after the
birth of Christianity, Talmudic rabbinism adopted by imitation the belief in the immortality of
the soul, but in a restrictive form: only Jews have a divine soul, the soul of Gentiles being
“equivalent to that of animals” (Midrasch Schir Haschirim). If “God created the akums [non-
Jews] in the form of men” rather than beasts, says the Talmud, it is “in honor of the Jews. The
akums were created only to serve the Jews day and night without being able to leave their
service. It would not be appropriate for a Jew to be served by an animal; instead, it should be by
an animal with a human form” (Sepher Midrasch Talpioth) £ There were always Jewish scholars
to defend the immortality of the soul in a less polemical form, but they still borrowed it from
Christianity. Here is what Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz said of one of them, Joseph Albo, a
native of Soria in Spain in the first half of the fifteenth century: “It is a remarkable fact that Albo,
who thought that he was developing his religio-philosophical system exclusively in the native
spirit of Judaism, placed at its head a principle of indubitably Christian origin; so powerfully do
surroundings affect even those who exert themselves to throw off such influence. The religious
philosopher of Soria propounded as his fundamental idea that salvation was the whole aim of
man in this life, and that Judaism strongly emphasized this aspect of religion.” On the other
hand, Albo is fully Jewish when he gives obedience to 613 religious prescriptions as a recipe for



eternal happiness.®

Finally, when in the eighteenth century Moses Mendelssohn defended belief in the
immortality of the soul—a necessary condition for the elevation of humanity according to him—
he would in no way rely on the Jewish tradition. Instead he produced a dialogue in the style of
Plato, entitled Phaedo or the Immortality of the Soul (1767).

Biblical versus Heroic Cultures

One of the most important aspects of man’s relationship to his dead is hero worship. No better
definition has been given of the hero than Lewis Farnell’s: “The hero in the Greek religious
sense is a person whose virtue, influence, or personality was so powerful in his lifetime or
through the peculiar circumstances of his death that his spirit after death is regarded as of
supernatural power, claiming to be reverenced and propitiated.”® Basically, a hero is a man to
whom a community acknowledges its debt, and worshipping the hero is the way it pays off its
debt. There are as many types of heroes as types of debts. A heroic cult can be born directly from
popular fervor or from an official institution, such as the oracle of Delphi in Greece or the Senate
in Rome.

Greece is the heroic civilization par excellence. Heroic cults can be traced back to the birth of
the polis in the eighth century. They persisted during the Hellenistic period and continued
thereafter.?? At the time the Gospels were written, Carla Antonaccio writes, Greece was
“saturated with heroes.”?! And it was not just Greece: the divinized dead exist in all traditional
cultures, and certainly throughout the Mediterranean.

Heroes embody their societies’ contradictions and traumas, and open the way for
transcending them. Every heroic legend affirms human freedom in its dialectical relationship
with divine power. Heroism is a humanism insofar as it glorifies the man who surpasses his
limits, transgresses the established human rules, and sometimes even goes so far as to defy the
gods. That is why the heroic is intimately linked to the tragic. But heroism is also the affirmation
of the presence of the divine in the human, which is why the heroic paradigm is the cloth from
which myth is woven. By the will of the gods, the hero has escaped death-as-annihilation, and
various versions of his legend present different narrative representations of that victory:
resurrection (he “wakes up” after falling “asleep”); transfiguration (his body is supernaturally
transformed); or simply ascension (he is miraculously transported to the hereafter). The mythic
vision is always paradoxical, since it affirms that the dead are alive.

The heroic ideology implies that certain beings are not only the children of their parents, but
also possess something extra, a supplement of soul, that comes to them from a special bond with
divinity. This bond is often understood as adoptive: the hero is the twice-born man whose second
birth is by the grace of a god. But the legendary process, working backwards, often brings the
miraculous back to the conception of the hero. His connection with the divinity, which
distinguishes him from ordinary men, is then imagined as genetic: it is the god himself who
conceived the hero with a mortal. The term “son of god” thus becomes a synonym of “demigod”
in Greek mythography since Hesiod. Myth-making can go one step further and make the hero a
god temporarily descended among men.

Quite logically, the Hebrew Bible ignores the religious concept of the immortal hero, with a
single exception: Elijah, who is seen by his disciple Elisha carried in a “chariot of fire drawn by
horses of fire” and “ascending to the heavens in a whirlwind,” to never reappear again (2 Kings
2:11). But the classical motif of the hero transfigured by death, resplendent with light, is here
clearly atrophied, a mere fossil or residue of heroic ideology covered by biblical antiheroism.



We also find traces of a belief in immortality in the mention of a cult on Samuel’s tomb, to
which Saul resorts, in order to have the prophet’s ghost “rise from the earth” and “disclose the
future” (1 Samuel 28:3—19). This episode recalls Ulysses conjuring up the spirit of the
clairvoyant Tiresias in the Odyssey (Song XI). But the biblical author has covered this story with
reprobation: not only has Saul already been condemned by Yahweh at this stage, but the priestess
attached to the tomb of Samuel (pejoratively termed a sorceress) only bends to his demand
against her will.

It is significant that both Elijah and Samuel are heroes from the northern kingdom of Israel.
The tomb of Samuel in Shiloh was a famous place of worship and pilgrimage. All the burial
places of the judges mentioned in the book of Judges, whose references hint at their importance
as religious sanctuaries, are also located in the North.?2 Samaria also hosts Joseph’s tomb, as well
as the well of Jacob known to Jesus (John 4:6), located precisely where Jacob’s bones were
buried according to Joshua 24:32. This is evidence that before the usurpation of Israel’s cultural
heritage by the Yahwist priests of Judea, the people of Israel worshiped their heroic dead, and
that such rites still survived in the North despite prohibition by the Jerusalem priesthood.

There are also in the Bible residual stories of heroes being conceived by gods. The most
obvious case is the nephilim of Genesis 6, those giants conceived by the “sons of the gods” with
the “daughters of men.” Who are “the heroes of the past, those famous men”? This passage is
evidently an echo of the “fortunate heroes” mentioned by Hesiod in Works and Days (172). What
is therefore significant is that the passage seems written expressly to deny their immortality,
since Yahweh reacts to these hybrid unions by proclaiming: “My spirit cannot be indefinitely
responsible for human beings, who are only flesh; let the time allowed each be a hundred and
twenty years” (6:3).

The biblical redactors integrated other legendary narratives of supernaturally conceived
heroes, but they did so in a demythologized and satirical fashion. One example is the story of
Samson—another hero of the North—a sort of Hercules capable of defeating a thousand men
with the “jawbone of a donkey” (Judges 15:15). An “angel of Yahweh” announces to Samson’s
future mother, the wife of Manoah: “You are barren and have had no child, but you are going to
conceive and give birth to a son.” The wife goes to find her husband to tell him of this visit from
a “man of God [...] who looked like the Angel of God, so majestic was he.” Suspicious as any
husband would be in such circumstances, Manoah asks to see the stranger, and when his wife,
visited again, calls him to introduce him to her visitor, Manoah asks him: “Are you the man who
spoke to this woman?” (“speaking” sounds like a euphemism). Manoah then invites him to share
a meal, “for Manoah did not know that this was the Angel of Yahweh” (13:3-15).

The conception of Isaac, son of Abraham and Sarah, is strangely similar. Again, it is hard to
resist the impression that we are dealing here with a parody of Greek nativities of demigods.
Abraham is sitting near his tent in the middle of the day when he saw a noble man and his two
companions standing by. He greets them respectfully: “‘“My lord,” he said, ‘if I find favour with
you, please do not pass your servant by. Let me have a little water brought, and you can wash
your feet and have a rest under the tree. Let me fetch a little bread and you can refresh yourselves
before going further, now that you have come in your servant’s direction.” They replied, ‘Do as
you say.” Abraham hurried to the tent and said to Sarah, ‘Quick, knead three measures of our
best flour and make loaves.” Then, running to the herd, Abraham took a fine and tender calf and
gave it to the servant, who hurried to prepare it. Then taking curds, milk and the calf which had
been prepared, he laid all before them, and they ate while he remained standing near them under
the tree. “Where is your wife Sarah?’ they asked him. ‘She is in the tent,” he replied. Then his



guest said, ‘I shall come back to you next year, and then your wife Sarah will have a son’”
(Genesis 18:1-10).

We see here Abraham offering hospitality to a powerful man, and the man proposing to
return the favor by conceiving with Sarah a son for Abraham, knowing the couple to be sterile.
Such a reading is not far-fetched, since a little further, Judah asks his son Onan to sleep with his
sister-in-law Tamar “to maintain your brother’s line” (Genesis 38:8). It is only later in Isaac’s
conception story that the guest is identified with Yahweh, and his companions with “angels”
(malachim): “Yahweh treated Sarah as he had said, and did what he had promised her. Sarah
conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the time God had promised” (21:1-2).

Meanwhile, the very same two “angels” were sent to Sodom and received hospitality from
Lot, Abraham’s nephew. Hearing of it, “the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people
without exception” wanted to seize them, saying to Lot: “Send them out to us so that we can
have intercourse with them” (19:4-5). To which Lot answered: “Look, I have two daughters who
are virgins. I am ready to send them out to you, for you to treat as you please, but do nothing to
these men since they are now under the protection of my roof” (19:8). It is hard to decide
whether we should read this story as an obscene parody of the belief in angels and spirits. It is
strange in any case that the heroic motif of the fertile union of a god with a mortal is associated
with a story of angels targeted for sodomy.

In conclusion, the biblical scribes strongly disliked the heroic ideology that grants the noble
dead a blessed immortality and a role in enhancing the welfare of their community. Yahwist
religion erased this ideology from ancient legends, but not to the point of making it undetectable
by historical criticism. Contrary to a widespread idea, the denial of the individual soul in the
Hebrew Bible is not an archaism dating back to a stage when men had not yet developed this
concept. On the contrary, it is a revolutionary ideology, aggressively set against a universal
belief that is probably as old as humanity, judging by funerary archeology. Critical analysis of
the biblical legends proves that the Yahwist editors deliberately eliminated every notion of heroic
immortality from the traditions that they appropriated from the ancient kingdom of Israel. This is
easily seen in the account of Abel’s death, when Yahweh says to Cain, “Listen! Your brother’s
blood is crying out to me from the ground” (Genesis 4:10). Spilled blood crying for vengeance is
metaphorical, but the metaphor is not the product of poetic skill; rather, it is a distortion of the
common motif of the murdered soul crying for vengeance. Abel has no soul, no eternal spirit; his
blood is all that is left of him. Therefore, it must be his blood that cries out.

Biblical antiheroism is profoundly antihumanist. The heroic imagination, while admitting the
communion of the human with the divine, grants man great freedom in relation to the gods.
Heroes are the authors of their own accomplishments, whether as warriors, conquerors,
legislators, builders, or simply thinkers. But the Moses of Exodus, the perfect man according to
Yahwism, takes no initiative; he merely repeats slavishly what Yahweh tells him (like Abraham,
who does not object to the divine order to sacrifice his son). Far from drawing from his own
wisdom the laws that he gives to his people, Moses contents himself with receiving them from
Yahweh already engraved in stone. (His only contribution, in fact, is to break the tablets).

The materialism inherent in Judaism has profound consequences in Jewish mentality. Among
these consequences, Karl Marx identifies the immoderate pursuit of financial power: “Money is
the jealous god of Israel, in face of which no other god may exist. Money degrades all the gods
of man—and turns them into commodities.”? By their perfection of usury, which has now
resulted in the transformation of money into debt and its complete dematerialization, Jews have
somehow endowed money with a virtually supernatural power. It is as if the spiritual world in



which the Jew does not believe has been replaced by a spiritual world of his own making: a
spiritualization of matter that is actually an inverted spiritual world, since instead of linking man
to heaven, it chains him to earth. Jewish political adviser Jacques Attali, who credits the Jewish
people with making money “the single and universal instrument of exchange, just as he makes
his God the unique and universal instrument of transcendence,” also points out that in Hebrew,
“currency” (DaMim) is the same word as “blood” (DaM, plural DaMim), and rejoices in this
“dangerous and luminous proximity.”%

The Eternal People

The heroic ideology implies that man, at his best, is not merely the fruit of his parents; his soul is
partly extragenetic. Blood and soul are different things. But Judaism sacralizes genetics above
everything else. An so it is the entire chosen people, acting “as one man” (Judges 20:1), who is
somehow heroized in the Bible. It is significant that the name “Israel” is both that of a person
(Jacob) and of the people who descend from him.

The Hebrew Bible binds the individual to his collective racial origin rather than to his
personal spiritual destiny. The immortality that is denied the individual is reinvested entirely on
the collective: only the people is eternal. (“I instituted an eternal people” Isaiah 44:7). This is
why endogamy assumes the character of a sacred law, the transgression of which merits death.
“There is in the fate of the race, as in the Semitic character, a fixedness, a stability, an
immortality that strike the mind,” writes Isaac Kadmi-Cohen in Nomads: An Essay on the Jewish
Soul (1929). The author describes Judaism (more generally “Semitic religions”) as “the
spiritualization that deifies the race, jus sanguinis [blood law].” Through Yahweh, therefore, it is
the people who are deified: “Thus divinity in Judaism is contained in the exaltation of the entity
represented by the race ... It is therefore in this exclusive love, in this jealousy, one might say, of
the race that the deep meaning of Semitism is concentrated and that its ideal character appears.”®

Through the beginning of the twentieth century, many Jewish thinkers likewise understood
Judaism as a kind of tribal soul. The American rabbi Harry Waton, writing in his A Program for
Jews and Humanity in 1939, summarized this analysis quite well: “Jehovah differs from all other
gods. All other gods dwell in heaven. For this reason, all other religions are concerned about
heaven, and they promise all reward in heaven after death. For this reason, all other religions
negate the earth and the material world and are indifferent to the well-being and progress of
mankind on this earth. But Jehovah comes down from heaven to dwell on this earth and to
embody himself in mankind. For this reason, Judaism concerns itself only about this earth and
promises all reward right here on this earth.” “Hebrew religion, in fact, was intensely
materialistic and it is precisely this that gave it persistent and effective reality.” “The Bible
speaks of an immortality right here on earth. In what consists this immortality? It consists in this
: the soul continues to live and function through the children and grandchildren and the people
descending from them. Hence, when a man dies, his soul is gathered to his people. Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and all the rest continue to live in the Jewish people, and in due time they
will live in the whole human race. This was the immortality of the Jewish people, and it was
known to the Jews all the time.” “The Jews that have a deeper understanding of Judaism know
that the only immortality there is for the Jew is the immortality in the Jewish people. Each Jew
continues to live in the Jewish people, and he will continue to live so long as the Jewish people
will live.”%

The purity of blood, that is, of lineage, is the great preoccupation of Deuteronomic legislators
and historians. It has been pointed out that blood plays the same role with the ancient Hebrews as



language among the Greeks. For the Greeks, the archetypal figure of the foreigner is the
barbarian, an onomatopoeia designating those whose language is incomprehensible; whereas in
biblical history, apart from the history of the Tower of Babel, everyone seems to speak the same
language. There is almost no mention of any interpreters. The only exception is when Aaron
makes himself the interpreter of Moses to his people; but he does this not because Moses,
brought up in the royal palace, does not speak Hebrew, but only because he is “slow and hesitant
of speech” (Exodus 4:10).2 Today, even if language has taken on a specific identity function in
modern Israel, it is always blood that prevails.

Ultimately, since eternity is granted only to the people as a race, it is as if the Jews were
united by a collective, ethnic, genetic soul. Thus it is said that a Jew’s soul is the Jewish people.
Or should this collective soul be named Yahweh? Maurice Samuel writes in You Gentiles (1924):
“The feeling in the Jew, even in the free-thinking Jew like myself, is that to be one with his
people is to be thereby admitted to the power of enjoying the infinite. I might say, of ourselves:
‘We and God grew up together.””? Likewise, Harry Waton writes: “The Jews should realize that
Jehovah no longer dwells in heaven, but he dwells in us right here on earth.”® This is
reminiscent of the anthropological truth of religion as set forth by Ludwig Feuerbach in The
Essence of Christianity (1841), according to which God is the objectified human essence: “The
consciousness of God is the self-consciousness of man.”'? Feuerbach was concerning himself
with Christianity and its universal God, but his insight can also be applied to Judaism and its
supremacist God. The profound truth of Judaism is that Yahweh is objectified Jewishness.

The Jewish people is haunted by its past, totally absorbed in it. That is the basis of its
incomparable resistance to dissolution. It is inhabited by a unique destiny, and each Jew carries
within himself a portion of that destiny. From an Osirian or spiritual point of view, the
explanation for this peculiarity is the denial of the survival of the individual soul. The Jewish
people’s collective character displays a form of monomania resembling the folkloric vision of
dead men who haunt this world, stuck in their past earthly life, because, refusing the possibility
of an afterlife, they do not even know that they have passed through death.

And yet, what appears horribly missing from Yahwism is at the same time its source of
strength. For the individual has only a few decades to accomplish his destiny, while a whole
people has centuries, even millennia. Thus can Jeremiah reassure the exiles of Babylon that in
seven generations they will return to Jerusalem. Seven generations in the history of a people is
not unlike seven years in the life of a man. While the goy awaits his hour on a scale of a century,
the chosen people see much further. This explains the peculiar development of Jewish thought
called “apocalyptic eschatology,” compared to which the hope of an individual future life is
referred to as “minor eschatology.” The transfiguration that, in Greek culture, refers to the fate of
the individual after his death, becomes in the Jewish apocalyptic literature of the intertestamental
period (between the second century BCE and the second century CE) applied to the whole
Jewish people, symbolized by the heavenly Jerusalem.

Many modern Jewish thinkers have identified this feature of Jewish religion as the source of
its incomparable strength. For Moses Hess (Rome and Jerusalem: The Last National Question,
1862), the father of modern Jewish nationalism, “Jewish religion is, above all, Jewish
patriotism.” “Nothing is more foreign to the spirit of Judaism than the idea of the salvation of the
individual which, according to the modern conception, is the corner-stone of religion.” The
essence of Judaism is “the vivid belief in the continuity of the spirit in human history.” This
brilliant idea, “which is one of the fairest blossoms of Judaism,” is not, according to Hess,
derived from a denial of individual immortality. On the contrary, it “has, in the course of ages,



shrunk to the belief in the atomistic immortality of the individual soul; and thus, torn from its
roots and trunk, has withered and decayed.”

On this point Hess is mistaken, but only in part, for it is probably true that an exclusively
individual conception of immortality tends to weaken the group spirit, and that before the great
universalist religions (Christianity, Buddhism, Islam), the notion of individual immortality was
not completely separated from the idea of a spiritual attachment of man to his clan (a clan soul).
From that point of view, Christianity’s strictly individual notion of the soul (a new soul deposited
by God in each new body) can be viewed as a cognitive limit: it sheds no light on the ancestral
depths of the psyche.

The emphasis on the individual eternal soul (eternal even in hell) is also unconducive to a
holistic vision of human destiny. Socialists of religious inclination, such as Jean Jaures, have
pointed out this weakness. In his view, there can be no purely individual salvation, because each
man’s soul is linked to all other souls.!2 This dialectic of individual versus collective soul is well
encapsulated by Jim Casy in John Steinbeck’s masterpiece The Grapes of Wrath. Casy, a
disillusioned preacher, finds a new faith in humanity through social activism. He takes comfort
in the idea that, “Maybe all men got one big soul ever’body’s a part of.”'% This narrowness of
the Western concept of the soul, which may be the ultimate source of Western individualism, is
best perceived in contrast with Buddhist philosophy, which asserts the impermanence and
interconnectedness of all individual souls.



Chapter 4
THE LAST HERO

“Next, taking him to a very high mountain, the devil showed
him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendour. And he
said to him, ‘I will give you all these, if you fall at my feet and
do me homage.” Then Jesus replied, ‘Away with you, Satan!””
Matthew 4:8-10

Jews, Greeks, and Romans

In 63 BCE, the general Pompeius annexed Syria to the Roman Empire. He took advantage of a
rivalry between the two sons of the Hasmonean king John Hyrcan I to integrate Judea, Samaria,
and Galilee into the province of Syria. Hyrcan II was maintained at the head of a reduced
territory and downgraded from king to ethnarch, while his pro-Roman counselor, an Idumean
(Edomite) by the name of Antipater, was accorded special powers. After the fall of Pompeius,
Hyrcan II and Antipater pledged allegiance to Caesar. In 47, Antipater was made governor of all
Judea.

Thus began the “century of Herod,” from the name of Antipater’s son who took the title of
king of Judea in 37. Herod the Great, as he would be called, reigned for 40 years as a “friend”—
that is, client—of Rome. He equipped the country with roads, ports, bridges, aqueducts,
racetracks, and amphitheaters. But his biggest project was dedicated to the national religion: the
construction of a gigantic temple, completed in 64 CE under his great-grandson and destroyed
soon after by Titus’s army in 70. After Herod’s death in 4 CE, his sons Antipas and Aristobulus
reigned in Galilee and Samaria, while the Romans placed Judea under the rule of a Roman
governor, the position occupied by Pontius Pilate from 26 to 37.

Herod’s reign was a period of relative peace and prosperity. Roman authority and cultural
influence in Judea were tolerated, as were Roman offerings to the Temple, aimed at making
Yahweh favorable to the emperor. But at Herod’s death, the fundamentalist movement, which
had been kept in check, regained momentum. Riots broke out whenever Roman paganism
intruded into the Holy City, as when Pilate introduced military banners with the emperor’s
effigies (Flavius Josephus, Jewish Antiquities XVIII.3).

Members of the priestly class (high priests and Sadducees), who already formed the core of
the Hasmonean party and remained a powerful hereditary class under the Herodians, used their
capacity to mobilize crowds in their power struggles. Many were ready to conspire for the
restoration of a true theocracy independent from Rome. Under their leadership, the Sadducee
Eleazar, son of the high priest who defied Roman power by opposing the daily sacrifices offered
in the Temple in the name and at the expense of the emperor, launched an armed rebellion in 66.
The war ended in 70 when Roman legions under the command of Titus besieged, plundered, and
destroyed Jerusalem and its Temple, and then other strongholds of the insurgents. The last,
Masada, fell in 73.

When the rebellion broke out against Rome, the Samaritans remained loyal to the Romans
and provided support. Under the Hasmoneans, they had resisted circumcision and conversion to
the Jerusalem-centered cult. After Herod’s death, open hostilities broke out again between
Judeans and Samaritans. Galilean Jews who had to cross Samaria on their way to Jerusalem were
in hostile territory, and many skirmishes resulted. However, Galilee itself was far from



completely submissive to religious centralism: in the middle of the first century CE,
Jerusalemites still referred to it as “Galilee of the nations” (Matthew 4:15). Hellenistic cults
flourished in the Galilean cities of Sepphoris and Magdala, where Jews were a minority.

The progressive degradation of the relationship between Rome and Jerusalem followed a
parallel course in the rest of the empire. Under the Hasmoneans and until the end of Herod the
Great’s reign, the Diaspora Jews were faithful allies of the Romans, and treated as such. In
Alexandria as in Judea, Jews who had supported Caesar against the Greeks were rewarded with
increased privileges. The same was true in all the Greek eastern cities that fell under Roman
control. Jews enjoyed freedom of cult, judicial autonomy, discharge from any obligation on the
Sabbath, exemption from military service, low taxation, and exemption from compulsory
emperor worship (a mere civil formality as a token of loyalty). Moreover, they were allowed to
collect funds and send them to the Jerusalem Temple bureaucracy.!®

This situation inevitably fostered resentment from the Greeks who enjoyed none of these
privileges, though they were recognized as Roman citizens. Many governors of Greek cities
preferred facing penalties rather than implementing the imperial measures in favor of Jews. The
famous lawyer Cicero gives us a glimpse of these tensions in his plea Pro Flaco (59 CE). His
client, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, governor of Asia, had prevented the Jewish communities under
his jurisdiction from sending their annual contributions to Jerusalem. These contributions had
been seized in several cities, to the satisfaction of non-Jewish residents. Cicero defended
Flaccus’s measure as economically wise.

In Alexandria, where the Jews composed up to one-third of the population, the Jews’
preferential treatment caused much unrest. Historian Michael Grant writes: “The Greeks nursed
many long-standing grudges against the huge local Jewish community—religious, racial,
economic and social alike. But what they objected to most of all was that the Jews collaborated
so willingly with the Roman authorities. For the Greeks, disillusioned after half a century of
Roman rule, had now produced a party of extreme anti-Roman nationalists. Being anti-Roman,
they were strongly anti-Jewish as well—influenced still further in this direction by the native
Egyptians, who were known to exceed all other peoples in the hatred they felt for the Jews.”%
Following anti-Jewish riots in 38, Jews and Greeks from Alexandria each sent a delegation to
Rome to settle their differences. They were briefly received by Caligula, then by his successor
Claudius. The Jewish delegation was headed by Philo, who gives his account in Legatio ad
Gaium. Isidoros, representing the Alexandrian Greeks, stated about the Jews in front of the
emperor Claudius: “I accuse them of trying to stir up the entire world.” Claudius was much
better disposed toward Jews than Caligula, who had challenged Jewish separatism by ordering
that his statue be erected in Jerusalem’s Temple, but had died before his order could be executed.
For having insinuated that Claudius’s court was filled with Jews, Isidoros was condemned to
death 1%

Nevertheless, the edict issued by Claudius after the arbitration hearing concluded that, if
Jews continued to sow dissent and “to agitate for more privileges than they formerly possessed,
[...] T will by all means take vengeance on them as fomenters of what is a general plague
infecting the whole world.” This edict was followed by another addressed to all the Jewish
communities of the empire, asking them not to “behave with contempt towards the gods of other
peoples.” Finally, after more outbreaks of violence between Greeks and Jews, the Romans
turned against the Jews, and, from 115 to 117, the Greeks themselves joined with their Roman
conquerors in the violent repression that stamped out the Jewish community of Alexandria, of
which no more is heard.



Jesus, Rome, and Jerusalem

For obvious reasons, the aforementioned context is crucial for understanding the birth of the
“Jesus movement” in Palestine from the year 30, and its development in Syria and Egypt after
70. If we are to believe the Gospels, Jesus was Galilean like most if not all of his early disciples,
and it was in Galilee and neighboring Syrian towns that his reputation first spread. For that
reason alone, his reception in Jerusalem was predictable. He was neither a Judean Jew nor an
orthodox Jew, and was probably not even perceived as an ethnic Jew; he was a marginal Jew, to
quote John Meier’s recent three-volume biography.l® Jesus was a former disciple of John the
Baptist, whose movement was active in Samaria and Transjordania. Jesus’s harsh criticism of the
Temple cult must also be considered as akin to the Samaritans’ politico-religious worldview. In
the Gospel of John, the use of the term oi loudaioi (71 times) to designate Jesus’s enemies is
generally regarded as meaning “Judeans.”'® By contrast, the same author puts Jesus in friendly
contact with the Samaritans, although, normally, “Jews, of course, do not associate with
Samaritans” (John 4:9). When Jesus talks to a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, she mentions
the bone of contention between Samaritans and Judeans: “Our fathers worshiped on this
mountain, though you say that Jerusalem is the place where one ought to worship.” In response,
Jesus announces reconciliation: “Believe me, woman, the hour is coming when you will worship
the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. [...] But the hour is coming—indeed is
already here—when true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth” (4:20-23).
Hearing this, the Samaritans hail him as “the Savior of the world” (4:42). On the other hand, the
Jerusalem authorities condemn him in these terms: “Are we not right in saying that you are a
Samaritan and possessed by a devil?” (8:48). In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus challenges the
Jerusalemites’ ethnic and religious chauvinism with his parable of the “good Samaritan” who
acted more morally than a priest and a Levite (Luke 10:29-37). In brief, Jesus was not a
Samaritan, but he was certainly reaching out to the Samaritans, and deeply critical of the
Judeans’ hostility to them. In that sense, he was already a peacemaker.

What can be said about Jesus’s attitude toward the Romans? For two centuries, mainstream
historians have depicted the tragic story of Jesus as an episode in the struggle between Jews and
Romans. But their critical exegesis of the Gospels focused on the Jewishness of Jesus and on the
responsibility of the Romans for his execution cannot change the fact that the four canonical
Gospel writers present the Jews (Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, and Judeans in general) rather
than the Romans as Jesus’s mortal enemies. The synoptic account is unambiguous. During the
great Easter festival at Jerusalem, “the chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to
arrest Jesus by some trick and have him put to death,” but they decided “it must not be during the
festivities, or there will be a disturbance among the people” (Mark 14:1-2). They corrupted one
of his followers, Judas Iscariot, who told them where to find him, and they had him arrested in
the middle of the night by “a number of men armed with swords and clubs” (14:43). Then, “all
the chief priests and the elders and the scribes assembled” (14:53) in order to find against him,
by false testimonies, a chief accuser to report to the Romans, for they had no legal right to
execute him themselves. Under the pretext that he had claimed to be “Messiah,” they delivered
him, chained, to the Roman authorities, as a seditious would-be “king of the Jews.” Pontius
Pilate found no basis in this accusation; although not known for his leniency, he was reluctant to
condemn Jesus, “for he realized it was out of jealousy that the chief priests had handed Jesus
over” (Mark 15:10). When Pilate addressed “the crowd,” proposing to release him, it was “the
chief priests” (members of the powerful priestly families) who “incited the crowd to demand that
he should release Barabbas for them instead” (15:11).



So even though it is Pilate who, “after having Jesus scourged, handed him over to be
crucified” (15:15), the Gospel narrative clearly defines the range of responsibilities. The Jewish
elite wanted Jesus dead but, having no legal right to execute him, they incited the crowed against
him and compelled Pilate to convict him. This justifies the shortcut used by Paul when he writes
that the Jews “put the Lord Jesus to death” (1 Thessalonians 2:15), or when Peter speaks to the
Sanhedrin of “Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified” (Acts 4:10), or said to the Jews
gathered in Jerusalem, “this man [...] you took and had crucified and killed by men outside the
Law” (2:23).

This New Testament narrative has been challenged by modern historical criticism. The
evangelists, we are told, were eager to please Rome, and therefore portrayed their Christ as
innocent of the crimes for which he was crucified, and blamed the Jews for having turned the
Romans against him. For the same reason, these modern critics allege, the evangelists also
cleared Pilate of the miscarriage of justice by inventing the scene in which he proposes to release
Jesus and then washes his hands. According to this interpretation, the evangelists, and Paul even
more so, founded Christian anti-Semitism on a historical lie. In Who Killed Jesus? for example,
John Dominic Crossan writes for the purpose of “exposing the roots of anti-Semitism in the
Gospel story of the death of Jesus.”L0

The thesis is not entirely specious. It is undeniable that the Gospel narrative exonerates Jesus
of all sedition against Rome, and in so doing also exonerates Pilate, perhaps excessively, from
any hostility toward Jesus. (An apocryphal tradition expands on Matthew 27:19 to give Pilate the
wife “Saint Procula” and claims that Pilate himself converted.)

The scene where Pilate offers the crowd a choice between Jesus and Barabbas is hardly
credible to historians. One is tempted to explain it by the rewriting of an original narrative in
which Jesus and Barabbas were one; indeed, Barabbas means “son of the Father” in Aramaic—
Abba is the expression Jesus used to address his God, for example in Mark 14:36. Additionally,
some manuscripts designate him as “Jesus Barabbas.” ! So according to a plausible hypothesis,
the crowd really clamored in vain for the liberation of Jesus, but a secondary editor transformed
the scene by duplicating “Jesus son of God” into Jesus and Barabbas. The same editor
nevertheless absolved the “crowd” from responsibility by declaring that it was manipulated by
the “high priests.”

In any case, the main responsibility for the death of Jesus is still imputed to the priestly elites
of Jerusalem. Matthew, it is true, incriminates the entire people, who together shoulder the whole
responsibility for the murder of Christ: “Let his blood be on us and on our children” (27:25) ; and
there is undoubtedly a clear Judeophobic trend in the Gospel of Mark—a trend that is all the
more significant because Matthew deeply Judaized the message of Christ, as we shall see.

Historical-critical analysis of the Gospels is a perfectly legitimate field of scientific inquiry.
It submits the Gospels to the same tests of credibility as any other historical source, with the
added advantage of having four interdependent versions (three if we limit ourselves to the
Synoptic Gospels, Mark, Matthew, and Luke), which enables us to separate the successive layers
of redactions. It is clear that the Gospel of Mark is the oldest and has served as the basis of the
two other Synoptic Gospels. But it is also believed that its lost first version (the hypothetical
Urmarkus or Proto-Mark) has been revised in an attempt to harmonize it with Matthew .2 Given
this complex redactional history of the Gospels, it is legitimate to question their historical
reliability. The question, regarding Jesus’s crucifixion, is whether the evangelists’ story of a
Jewish conspiracy against Jesus is basically true, or whether it is a cover-up of the Romans’
responsibility. We have to choose between two theories: a “conspiracy theory” today considered



anti-Semitic (though the evangelists were themselves Jewish), and a politically correct revisionist
theory that shifts the blame entirely to the Romans—thereby implicitly admitting that Jesus was
the seditious anti-Roman agitator that the Jerusalem priests said he was.

From a historical point of view, the evangelists’ narrative is perfectly plausible in its broad
outlines. It offers no obvious reasons to turn it on its head. Neither the conspiracy of the local
elite nor the treason of Judas are implausible; on the contrary, they seem quite realistic. Paul
himself twice fell victim to the same methods. It was the Jews who, at Corinth, seized him and
dragged him before the proconsul Gallion under the accusation: “This individual is trying to
persuade people to worship God in a manner contrary to the Law.” Gallion washed his hands of
the affair after the manner of Pilate, but did not yield to Jewish pressure: “Listen, you Jews. If
this were a misdemeanour or a crime, it would be in order for me to listen to your plea; but if it is
only quibbles about words and names, and about your own Law, then you must deal with it
yourselves—I have no intention of making legal decisions about these things” (Acts 18:12—14).

An even closer approximation to Jesus’s situation took place when Paul arrived in Jerusalem
after his third voyage in Asia: “Some Jews from Asia caught sight of him in the Temple and
stirred up the crowd and seized him” (Acts 21:27). When the Roman tribune Claudius Lysias
intervened, the crowd loudly demanded that Paul be put to death. But the tribune excused
himself from the case and “gave orders for a meeting of the chief priests and the entire
Sanhedrin; then he brought Paul down and set him in front of them” (22:30). He then withdrew
Paul and surrounded him with Roman guards. But forty conspirators convinced the Sanhedrin to
ask the tribune for the right to question Paul again, secretly intending to kill him. The tribune
learned of their intention and had Paul escorted to Caesarea with a letter for the governor of
Syria, Felix, in which he explained: “I found that the accusation concerned disputed points of
their Law, but that there was no charge deserving death or imprisonment” (23:29).

The high priests also went to Caesarea with a lawyer named Tertullus to plead their cause
against Paul: “We have found this man a perfect pest; he stirs up trouble among Jews the world
over and is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect” (24:5). Felix dismissed them and “gave orders to
the centurion that Paul should be kept under arrest but free from restriction, and that none of his
own people should be prevented from seeing to his needs” (24:23). Paul, as a Roman citizen,
“appealed to Caesar” (25:11), and Felix’s successor, Festus, granted him the right to be taken to
Rome to plead before the emperor. He first gave Paul an opportunity to plead his case to King
Agrippa II. After having heard it, Festus and Agrippa deliberated: “‘This man is doing nothing
that deserves death or imprisonment.” And Agrippa remarked to Festus, ‘The man could have
been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar’” (26:31-32). And so Paul was escorted to Rome,
and the Acts of the Apostles tell us no more.

Not being a Roman citizen, Jesus did not receive the same consideration as Paul. Aside from
this difference, the methods used against Paul and against Jesus were the same. Unless we
challenge the credibility of Paul’s story, there is no reason to challenge that of Jesus. It is all the
more credible that it corresponds to a situation that was often repeated in the first two centuries
of our era. According to the testimonies of Tertullian, Justin, Origen, and Eusebius, it was the
Jews who incited the Romans to persecute Christians, denouncing them with slanderous
accusations, such as allegedly eating children slaughtered in nocturnal gatherings: “The Jews
were behind all the persecutions of the Christians. They wandered through the country
everywhere hating and undermining the Christian faith,” affirms Saint Justin around 116 CE. The
Martyrdom of Polycarp (second century) underlines the importance of the Jewish participation in
the persecution of the Christians of Smyrna.ll It seems therefore very likely that Jesus was a



victim of the same methods.

Moreover, to suppose that the evangelists have falsified this aspect of the biography of Jesus
obliges us to suppose that they have totally distorted the meaning of his message. For never,
according to the Gospel stories, did Jesus attack the Romans or the authority of Rome. When the
Pharisees and Herodians questioned him, hoping to trap him, on what he thought of the tax
exacted by Rome, Jesus showed them the portrait of the emperor on a Roman coin and replied:
“Pay Caesar what belongs to Caesar—and God what belongs to God” (Mark 12:17), which was a
way of distancing himself from the protest against Roman taxation. In this scene, it is actually
the Jewish authorities who conspire against Jesus by searching for a pretext for denouncing him
to the Romans. The scene is as credible as Jesus’s reply was memorable.

This episode may be profitably compared to another, also having money as its central theme:
Jesus’s overthrowing the stalls of the money-changers and merchants of the Temple, accusing
them of transforming the Temple “into a bandits’ den” (Mark 11:17). The money-changers’
business consisted of converting the various coins into the only coinage authorized to purchase
the sacrificial animals and to pay the religious tax: the half-shekel. This highly lucrative financial
traffic profited from money trading as well as usury, and gave rise to many abuses. Thus the only
time Jesus behaved violently was not against the Romans and their taxes, but against the
financial practices of the Jews. And it is again “the chief priests and the scribes” who, seeing
this, “tried to find some way of doing away with him; they were afraid of him because the people
were carried away by his teaching” (11:18).

To understand the context, one must know that the earliest safe-deposit banks known in
history were religious temples, because they were well guarded and therefore safe. Philo of
Alexandria, a contemporary of Jesus whose brother Alexander was director of customs and
banker of the king of Judea, evoked such a “temple deposit” in his book Against Flaccus.'* As
the only authorized (and obligatory) place of religious sacrifice in Judea, the Jerusalem Temple
had become, by the time of Jesus, a massive money magnet. But Yahweh’s vocation of amassing
riches had begun long before that: “All the silver and all the gold, everything made of bronze or
iron, will be consecrated to Yahweh and put in his treasury” (Joshua 6:19). In a very real sense, it
is as much the bank as the Temple that symbolically destroys Jesus. His message was often
directed against the love of money that festered in the Jewish society of his time: “How hard it is
for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:23) ; “But store up treasures
for yourselves in heaven, where neither moth nor woodworm destroys them and thieves cannot
break in and steal. For wherever your treasure is, there will your heart be too” (Matthew 6:20—
21). The idea of “storing up treasures in heaven” is totally foreign to Yahwism, as is the idea of
“saving one’s life while losing it” (Matthew 16:25).

The message of Jesus was also directed against the obsessive legalism of the Pharisees, the
founding fathers of rabbinical Judaism. Jesus’s vision of the reign of God among men is the
opposite of both the reign of money and the rule of law; it is the reign of the Spirit descended
among men, and unconditionally welcomed by them. His disciples later explained that his death
was necessary for him to send down the Holy Spirit (Paraclete), more or less confused with the
risen Christ who had become “a life-giving spirit” (1 Corinthians 15:45). But it is unlikely that
Jesus would have rested this hope on his own sacrifice. The Holy Spirit was for him a reality
blossoming in the hearts of men, to be realized socially in a conviviality that breaks down the
barriers erected in the name of purity by the Law: “What goes into the mouth does not make

anyone unclean; it is what comes out of the mouth that makes someone unclean” (Matthew
15:11).



To conclude, the number one enemy of Christ is Judaism, in its sacerdotal-financial,
Pharisaical-Puritanical, and anti-Roman zealot components (in that order). An abundance of
evidence concurs in confirming that Jesus was the victim of a conspiracy of the Jewish elites in
Jerusalem, arranged through lying witnesses and quotations taken out of context (Matthew
26:59-61) to use the Romans to eliminate a pacifist opposed to anti-Roman and anti-Samaritan
chauvinism (see Luke 10:29-37). In denouncing Jesus as an enemy of Rome, these Jewish elites
implicitly pledged their loyalty to the Roman authorities with a Machiavellian hypocrisy. But at
the same time, having the Romans crucify a beloved prophet of the people meant exacerbating
the anti-Roman sentiment that Jesus had tried to appease. In their arrogant confidence in
Yahweh, they would eventually draw upon themselves the destruction that Jesus foresaw. Two
centuries of biased historical criticism cannot erase this Gospel truth.

Anastasis

Christ is, in many ways, the culmination of the Greco-Roman heroic ideal: Jesus’s birth, life,
death, and resurrection are perfect manifestations of the heroic paradigm. And it is quite natural:
the Gospels were written in Greek in one of the urban crossroads of Hellenistic civilization—
Antioch, Rome, or Alexandria. And as we can imagine from the New Testament, the worship of
Jesus instituted by his disciples “in remembrance of [him]” (Luke 22:19) is essentially a heroic
cult of the Greek type. A generation of exegetes immersed themselves in the Hebrew tradition in
search of antecedents for the idea of the salvific death of Christ; they found only the obscure
“suffering servant” passage of Isaiah 53.112 The Greco-Roman antecedents, on the other hand, are
legion: The sacrificial death of a man who then breaths his spirit into his community is the
essential idea of heroic religiosity. Of the founding hero of Rome, Romulus, Livy tells us that
after being put to death by the senators, the Romans “began to cheer Romulus, like a god born of
a god, the king and the father of the city, imploring his protection, so that he should always
protects its children with his benevolent favor.” The heroizing of Romulus was encouraged by
his apparition to a certain Proculus Julius, to whom he said: “Go and tell the Romans that the
gods of heaven desire my Rome to become the capital of the world.” (History of Rome 1.16).

To compare the worship of Jesus with the cults of the Greco-Roman heroes is nothing new;
the resemblance was obvious to the first Christians, as well as to their adversaries. Saint Justin, a
Christian intellectual from a pagan family, conceded it: by saying that Jesus “was begotten
without any carnal act, that he was crucified, that he died, and that after rising from the dead he
ascended to heaven, we admit nothing stranger than the history of those beings whom you call
sons of Zeus.” The difference, Justin insists, is that the story of Jesus is truthful, while those of
the pagan demigods are lies invented by demons to “sow in the minds of men the suspicion that
the things predicted of Christ were a fable like those related by the poets.” ¢ To set Jesus apart
from the heroes by placing him above them, out of competition, was the main concern of the first
apologists.

Jesus is not the only Christian hero, he is merely the first. The cults of the saints, which
mobilized Christian devotion in late antiquity and the Middle Ages, represent the prolongation of
the heroic culture of classical antiquity. Until the tenth century, their cults were mainly
spontaneous local manifestations of popular piety, centered on tombs or martyrs’ relics. The
cults of the Christian saints developed parallel to the declining vestiges of pagan heroic cults
throughout late antiquity, as Christopher Jones shows in his masterful book on Greco-Roman
heroic religiosity. Many of the venerated tombs were those of men who did not die for their
Christian faith; some were described as brigands by the authorities. Augustine himself conceded



that only an “ecclesiastical form of expression” prevented the holy martyrs from being described
as heroes (The City of God X.21).1.I More than a century ago, Stefan Czarnowski demonstrated
that saints belong to the hero category: “They bring together, in fact, the essential features. They
are glorified men, who by their acts or by their death have merited a privileged position between
the elect. The faithful live in communion with them. They see in the saints their advocates with
God.” ¥ The cult of the saints, being strongly attached to their shrines, allowed communities to
preserve a certain autonomy in their religious life. With it, Christianity successfully subverted
Yahwist monotheism, whose tribal-universal god demands above all the extermination of any
religious particularism.

As for Christ himself, the title of “hero” is not applied to him in the Gospels. In Mark, Jesus
is simply declared “son of God”: twice by a voice from heaven (1:11 and 9:7); twice by demons
(3:11 and 5:7), who elsewhere called him “the Holy One of God” (1:24); and once by a centurion
seeing Jesus expire (15:39). Mark gives the expression “son of God” an “adoptive” meaning:
Jesus becomes the son of God by the descent of the Holy Spirit during his baptism. Mark knows
nothing of any alleged virginal conception. The fact that Matthew and Luke reinforce the heroic
pattern with their narratives of the Nativity, which give the term “son of God” a sense of
“conception” (Jesus is conceived by the Holy Spirit descending on Mary), proves that they also
understood the term “son of God” in Hellenic terms.

As for the motif of heroic immortality, it is also perfectly recognizable in the Gospel of
Mark, although the notion of “resurrection” deserves some clarification. The Greek term
anastasis, as we have already said, literally means “rising,” and opposes “lying down,” which is
a metaphor for death. Anastasis is thus the awakening after the sleep of death. The term can be
understood in the sense of a physical return to life, but this is not the meaning that comes to a
Hellenized spirit like Paul of Tarsus, who, to answer the question “how are dead people raised,”
distinguishes “celestial bodies” from “terrestrial bodies,” and explains: “What is sown is a
natural body, and what is raised is a spiritual body” (1 Corinthians 15:35-44). The New
Testament use of anastasis implies a metaphorical conception of death as sleep, which forms the
narrative framework of many myths and tales in all the folklores of the world. Subsequent
Christian doctrine introduced the absurdity of physical resurrection, directly derived from Jewish
materialism, and reinforced at the end of the Middle Ages by the iconography of decaying
corpses emerging from tombs.

Jesus himself clearly expressed his conception of anastasis when he was questioned by
Sadducees hoping to confront him with contradictions in the doctrine. They presented him with
the theoretical case of seven brothers successively married to the same woman (Mark 12:18-27).
The Sadducees, faithful to the Torah, did not believe in any form of life after death, and opposed
the Pharisaic conception of resurrection, born of Maccabean literature. But Jesus refuted both
Pharisees and Sadducees, clearly expressing a spiritualist conception of the resurrection
conforming to the most common Hellenistic view: “For when they rise from the dead, [...] they
are like the angels in heaven.” Then he added a very personal exegesis of the Torah: “Now about
the dead rising again, have you never read in the Book of Moses, in the passage about the bush,
how God spoke to him and said: I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of
Jacob? He is God, not of the dead, but of the living. You are very much mistaken” (Mark 12:25—
27). The aphorism “Yahweh is a god of the living not the dead” usually expressed the Yahwist
rejection of any form of worship of the dead. But Jesus reversed its meaning to support the idea
that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were alive, that is, partaking of the angelic life that awaits man
after death.



There is no reason to suppose that Jesus expected for himself any other type of resurrection
than this. But what of his disciples? How did they understand and describe the anastasis of
Jesus? Consider first how Paul, our oldest source, explains to the believers of Corinth: “The
tradition I handed on to you in the first place, a tradition which I had myself received, was that
Christ died for our sins, in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried; and that on the
third day, he was raised to life, in accordance with the scriptures; and that he appeared to Cephas;
and later to the Twelve; and next he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the
same time, most of whom are still with us, though some have fallen asleep; then he appeared to
James, and then to all the apostles. Last of all he appeared to me too” (1 Corinthians 15:3-8).
Paul uses the Greek term odphthé to “appear” or “to be seen,” here clearly referring to a
supernatural vision. He makes no distinction between the apparitions of the risen Jesus to the
disciples and his own experience, which is described in Acts 9:3 as “a light from heaven [that]
shone all round him,” accompanied by a voice.

Things are more complex in the Gospels, where we must take into account the different
editorial layers, using the most well-founded hypotheses of “source criticism,” which recognizes
Mark’s priority and the existence of a proto-Mark. In its primitive version, the Gospel of Mark
was probably content with this: “Having risen in the morning on the first day of the week, he
appeared first to Mary of Magdala from whom he had cast out seven devils. She then went to
those who had been his companions, and who were mourning and in tears, and told them. But
they did not believe her when they heard her say that he was alive and that she had seen him.
After this, he showed himself under another form to two of them as they were on their way into
the country. These went back and told the others, who did not believe them either. Lastly, he
showed himself to the Eleven themselves while they were at table. He reproached them for their
incredulity and obstinacy, because they had refused to believe those who had seen him after he
had risen” (Mark 16:9-14).

The preceding passage, Mark 16:1-8, gives a different account, actually borrowed and edited
from Matthew 28:1-10: Mary Magdalene and one other woman (two in Mark) go to the tomb.
“And suddenly there was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven,
came and rolled away the stone and sat on it. His face was like lightning, his robe white as snow”
(Matthew 28:2-3). The angel told them: “He is not here, for he has risen, as he said he would.
Come and see the place where he lay, then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has risen from
the dead and now he is going ahead of you to Galilee; that is where you will see him.” Look! I
have told you” (28:6—7). Then, as they left the tomb, they saw Jesus “coming to meet them,” and
heard him tell them the very same message: “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers that they
must leave for Galilee; there they will see me” (28:9-10). We detect within this narrative a
duplication: An editor rewrote the scene to distinguish the “angel of the Lord” from Jesus, who
were one in the original narrative, the angel of the Lord being none other than the ascended spirit
of Christ. The angel is the encrypted form of the spirit of Christ, reminiscent of Jesus’s own
statement that, when one rises from the dead, one is like “angels in heaven.”

There is reason to believe that the motifs of the rolled stone and the empty tomb, which
“materialize” an originally purely spiritual apparition, are motifs invented by Matthew and later
added in Mark. Paul, whose epistles are older than the Gospels, makes no allusion to the empty
tomb. This tendency to transform the supernatural appearances of Christ into a physical
resurrection of his corpse was further strengthened by Luke, in which the resurrected Christ
himself undertakes to combat what is now heresy: “See by my hands and my feet that it is I
myself. Touch me and see for yourselves; a ghost has no flesh and bones as you can see I have”



(Luke 24:39). Here the Maccabean conception of the resurrection of the martyrs has overcome
the primitive spiritualist conception of proto-Mark and Paul.

This primitive conception, henceforth designated “Gnostic,” was fought by the faction that,
after long controversies and with the support of imperial power, eventually determined the
doctrinal basis of the Church of Rome and controlled its canon. The first Alexandrian church, in
any case, was certainly Gnostic. (The only two Christians of Alexandria known before the end of
the second century were the Gnostics Basilides and Valentinus.)? It is now generally accepted,
following Walter Bauer and Robert Moore, that heresy precedes orthodoxy on the historical
timeline. Church orthodoxy is not a pure doctrine from which heresies deviate, but a construction
completed in the fourth century on the ruins of those Christian currents it excluded by declaring
them heresies.'2

The oldest known Gnostic texts are the Coptic papyrus codices discovered in 1945 in Nag
Hammadi in Egypt, dating from 350—400 but translating Greek texts probably going back to 140.
One of them, the Letter of Peter to Philip, tells that after Jesus’s death, the disciples were praying
on Mont Olive when “a great light appeared, so that the mountain shone from the sight of him
who had appeared. And a voice called out to them saying ‘Listen ... I am Jesus Christ, who is
with you forever.”” In another Gnostic text, The Wisdom of Jesus Christ, the disciples were
likewise gathered on a mountain after Jesus’s death, when “then there appeared to them the
Redeemer, not in his original form but in the invisible spirit. But his appearance was the
appearance of a great angel of light.”12!

These accounts resemble those of the Transfiguration in Mark 9. Critical exegetes have long
suspected that the Transfiguration was, in the primitive narrative (Proto-Mark), a scene of
Resurrection, which was then shifted before the Crucifixion, perhaps in the context of the
struggle against Gnosticism.!22 According to this hypothesis, it was originally the risen Jesus
(transfigured by death into dazzling whiteness) who appeared together with Moses and Elijah
and disappeared with them. But in the version we now have, Peter, James, and John were praying
with Jesus on a mountain, when “in their presence he was transfigured: his clothes became
brilliantly white, whiter than any earthly bleacher could make them. Elijah appeared to them with
Moses; and they were talking to Jesus.” Peter addressed Jesus. “Then suddenly, when they
looked round, they saw no one with them any more but only Jesus” (Mark 9:2-8). A discussion
follows in which Jesus asks the three apostles not to talk about their vision until he “rises from
the dead.” Why this request? Is this an awkward way for the editor who shifted the narrative to
hide his fraud and explain why no one had heard about the Transfiguration story before? In doing
so, he betrays the fact that Transfiguration and Resurrection were initially one.

The hypothesis of a post-Easter apparition of the risen Christ shifted before Easter and
applied to the earthly Jesus can also be applied to the brief narrative where the disciples saw
Jesus walking on the waters and “thought it was a ghost and cried out” (Mark 6:49). The result is
a story that, since time immemorial, offers itself to ridicule—Iess so in the version of Mark, it is
true, than in the elaboration of Matthew (14:22-33), in which Peter imitates Jesus and takes a
few steps on the waters himself, before sinking for lack of faith.

If T have dwelled on these points of critical exegesis, it is not for the pleasure of
deconstructing the conventional Gospel narrative, but to show that the earliest legend of Jesus,
which belonged to a Greek spiritualist and heroic paradigm, underwent a materialistic
transformation or Judaization. Other cases will be examined later. The suppression of the so-
called Gnostic faith, and the imposition of a creed affirming that Jesus physically exited his
tomb, can hardly be considered a minor detail in the religious history of our civilization.



The Return of Osiris and Isis

The historian of religions cannot help but notice that the crucified and risen Christ is equivalent
to Osiris dismembered and resurrected. This parallel, first made by Gerald Massey in The
Natural Genesis (1883), in no way undermines the historical truth of Jesus’s life, since, as Carl
Jung argued in Answer to Job, mythic patterns are embodied in real lives. The mythical
equivalence of Christ and Osiris must be considered as a primordial factor in the success of
Christianity in the Greco-Roman world. Christianity’s encounter with the philosophical currents
of Alexandria (especially Neo-Platonism) only accentuated this Osirian character. The cult of
Osiris and Isis had spread throughout the Mediterranean basin since the beginning of the first
millennium BCE, absorbing a large number of other cults on its way. Its encounter and fusion
with Christian worship is therefore exceptional only in the fact that it was Christ who absorbed
Osiris, and not the other way around.

Another remarkable case of a hero whose worship was superimposed on that of Osiris is that
of Antinous, a young man beloved by the emperor Hadrian, who died in the Nile in the year 130
CE. His death was immediately interpreted as a sacrificial act to appease the Nile, whose
catastrophic floods in the last two years were threatening Egypt with famine. Some also said that
Antinous had cut short his life to prolong the life of the suffering emperor. The cult of Antinous,
assimilated to a new avatar of Osiris, spread from Egypt throughout the empire with the
encouragement of Hadrian, notwithstanding the horrified protests of the Christians. It involved
mysteries, games, and oracles; and a tablet found in Antinopolis, the city founded in his honor,
shows him as a “divinity of the dead” (nekyodaimon). Although it seems to have been welcomed
with enthusiasm in the Near East, the cult of Antinous declined soon after the death of Hadrian.
Historians have held that Antinous was the lover (eromenos) of Hadrian, and his worship the
mere caprice of a grieving emperor. But this interpretation derives both from the Christian
slanders and from the Historia Augusta, a Roman chronicle today considered a forgery. What is
certain is that Antinous was perceived and honored as the incarnation of an ideal of human
perfection; his face and his body, sculpted in thousands of copies, became the canon of youthful
beauty in the Greco-Roman world.!2

Christianity’s Osirian root is the best-kept secret of church historians. That Christ is, to some
extent, the mythical double of Osiris, and that the overwhelming success of his cult is largely due
to this resemblance, have always been embarrassing facts for the Church. For this reason, the
importance of the cult of Osiris in the Greco-Roman world has long been underestimated. Yet,
on the margins of clerical culture, there is evidence that the myth of Osiris and his kinship with
the legend of Christ was still known in the Middle Ages. The proof is none other than Le Conte
du Graal (or Roman de Perceval) by Chrétien de Troyes, a roman a clef with multiple levels of
meaning written around 1180. One finds there the undeniable trace of the story of Osiris, Horus,
and Seth, incarnated respectively by the Fisher King, Perceval, and Chevalier Vermeil 124

If Osiris gradually took on the features of Christ during the first centuries of our era, Isis, his
sister-wife, continued her career in the form of the Virgin Mary, whose worship was sanctioned
in the fourth century by the Council of Ephesus. Indeed, Isis had been called “the mother of god”
(Theotokos) centuries before the term was applied to Mary in Egypt and Syria.!l2 During the
Hellenistic period, Isis had in fact taken the ascendancy over Osiris. Already assimilated in the
Near East to Ishtar, Asherah, or Astarte, she had been syncretically enriched by the attributes of
Demeter, Artemis, and Aphrodite, to which the Romans added Diana and Venus. Numerous
place names testify to her importance in Gaul; the very name of Paris could derive from Bar-Isis,
namely the “Mount of Isis,” the old name of the Sainte-Geneviéve hill.12¢



The cult of Isis is associated with that of Horus, known to the Greeks as Harpocrates (a
transcription of the Egyptian Har pa khrad, “Horus the child”). Horus is conceived miraculously
(from a supernatural father) at the spring equinox, at the time of harvest and, like the baby Jesus,
is born every year at the winter solstice, to revive the Light. The birth of the divine child is, in
both cases, inscribed in a history of salvation, a victory over evil and death. Isis hid Horus to
protect him from the evil uncle whom he was destined to overthrow, just as Mary hid Jesus—in
Egypt precisely—to save him from King Herod, who was determined to get rid of “the infant
king of the Jews” (Matthew 2:2). The birth of Horus announces the defeat of Seth, who reigned
on earth since he killed Osiris. Isis is often represented in a majestic position holding the young
Horus on her lap, sometimes suckling him, and her representations are difficult to distinguish
from those of the Virgin suckling the infant Jesus in the first Christian art, which were modeled
after them.2 Many representations of Isis were reassigned to the Virgin Mary and worshiped
under her name during the Middle Ages. Such is the case with the famous Black Virgins
produced between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries in the western Mediterranean basin.
(There are nearly two hundred in the south of France).

The cult of Isis survived until the High Middle Ages, especially in the rural world (the term
paganus means “peasant”). Only in the twelfth century was it totally supplanted by the cult of the
Virgin Mary, who suddenly assumed an overwhelming place in Christian liturgy, as the mediator
between Christ and his church. Bernard de Clairvaux (1090—1153) was the main promoter of this
new piety, which served to Christianize all sanctuaries once dedicated to Isis, including
innumerable holy wells. He coined the expression “Our Lady” (“Notre Dame”), or rather applied
it to Mary for the first time, as well as other titles such as “Queen of Heaven.” All Cistercian
monasteries founded under his tutelage were dedicated to Our Lady, and all the Gothic cathedrals
from then on were consecrated to her.

Isis is above all the wife of Osiris, and the texts of her lamentations of mourning, which bring
Osiris back to life, played an important part in the Isiac ceremonies: “O beautiful adolescent
suddenly departed, vigorous young man for whom it was not the season, come back to us in your
first form.”'28 It is said that when Osiris died, Isis was so desperate that her flood of tears caused
the Nile to flood, which is why the summer night when the warning signs of the flood appear is
called the “Night of Tears.”'® Likewise, the Mary of late antiquity sheds tears as she clings to
the foot of the cross. “I am overwhelmed by love, and cannot endure having to stay in the room,
when you are on the wood of the cross,” writes Romanos the Melodist in a hymn to Mary in the
sixth century. At the end of the Middle Ages, the theme of Mater Dolorosa and the Latin poem
Stabat Mater expressed a widespread devotion to Mary, promoted in particular by the Franciscan
order.

Mary is like the second Eve standing by the side of the second Adam, an idea illustrated on
many church tympans where Mary and Jesus sit side by side. However, strictly speaking, the
Virgin Mary is not the bride of Christ, and the conjugal love that binds Isis to Osiris is absent
from Christian mythology. Not only is Mary’s virginity her most holy attribute, but the very idea
that Jesus might have loved a woman in the flesh is anathema to Christian doctrine. Yet, isn’t it
remarkable that, among the three temptations of Jesus in the desert (Matthew 4:1-11), none is
related to sexuality, which suggests that it had not yet been “demonized” at the time of the
writing of the Gospels. The Gospel story shows Jesus surrounded by women who passionately
admired him, and it is to Mary of Magdala, a follower of the first hour, that the resurrected Jesus
first appeared (Mark 16:9). This is strangely reminiscent of the folktale motif of the departed
young man appearing post-mortem to the love of his life—or, for that matter, of Osiris mourned,



buried, and resurrected by his sister-lover Isis. Such tales are, of course, out of place in Christian
tradition; they are the raw materials of medieval romance and courtly poetry, whose authors, as
Denis de Rougemont has correctly observed (L’Amour et I’'Occident, 1938), have sometimes
self-consciously served an alternative religion.

The Return of Yahweh

Resurrectionism, in the sense of a material conception of anastasis (with body emerging from
the grave) is of Maccabean and Pharisaical inspiration; it is contrary both to the preaching of
Jesus and to the outlook of the first known author of his legend (proto-Mark), who adopted a
Hellenistic view of life after death (“like angels in heaven’). Can we therefore call this doctrine,
enshrined in dogma, a “Judaization” of the Gospel message? This might seem paradoxical, since
Jesus was Jewish; we are used to seeing things in reverse. We hear about the “paganization” of
primitive Christianity, when the community of “Jewish Christians” (Jews admitting the
messiahship of Jesus) was gradually supplanted by the “pagan Christians” (pagans converted by
Paul and his emulators). But the point of view I have adopted here is that the original message of
Christ, although destined for the Jews, broke with institutional Judaism (Pharisee as well as
Sadducee), and was closer to spiritualist conceptions widespread in the Hellenistic world,
including among Hellenized Jews.

There is another fundamental element of the Christian imagination that deserves to be seen as
a Judaization of the message of Christ: apocalypticism. The scholarly consensus today rejects the
authenticity of the apocalyptic prophecies attributed to Jesus in the Gospels, because they are
contradictory to the hope of the Reign of God that typifies Jesus’s message.!3® Jesus even seems
to have openly criticized apocalyptic expectations: “The coming of the kingdom of God does not
admit of observation and there will be no one to say, ‘Look, it is here! Look, it is there!” For
look, the kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:20-21). Jesus was aiming for a social
transformation inspired by the Spirit of the Father and the radical ethics of his Sermon on the
Mount, not a supernatural and cataclysmic mutation of the world. Nothing expresses better the
gradual maturation of the Reign than the “organic” parables of Jesus in Mark, recognized as
having the highest claim to authenticity: “What can we say that the kingdom is like? What
parable can we find for it? It is like a mustard seed which, at the time of its sowing, is the
smallest of all the seeds on earth. Yet once it is sown it grows into the biggest shrub of them all
and puts out big branches so that the birds of the air can shelter in its shade” (Mark 4:30-32).
These birds may be a metaphor for angels or celestial spirits that dwell among men when they
live fraternally. This parable, and other similar images, are found in the Gospel of Thomas, a text
preserved in a Coptic (Egyptian) version and today considered as old as the canonical Gospels,
but rejected from the canon because of its “Gnosticizing” tendencies.

It was mainly Matthew, followed by Luke, who reintroduced the apocalyptic into the
message of Jesus. (It is also in Matthew alone that Jesus says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep
of the House of Israel” 15:24). Mark’s only apocalyptic passage in chapter 13 is a condensation
of apocalyptic imagery from the books of Daniel, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, henceforth repeated in
many Christian writings.12! This is the only time that Jesus uses such apocalyptic imagery, and
the length of this logion contrasts with the usual brevity of the words of Jesus in Mark; the
passage is therefore unanimously considered a late addition.

The most important apocalyptic text of the Christian tradition, known as the book of
Revelation, is not only foreign to the message of the earthly Jesus, but is today regarded as of
non-Christian origin, for its central part (from 4:1 to 22:15) refers neither to Jesus nor to any



Christian theme evidenced elsewhere. Only the prologue (including the letters to the seven
churches in Asia) and the epilogue are ostensibly Christian, and they are attached to the body of
the text by easily identifiable editorial transitions (not to mention the double signature of “John”
in 22:8 and “Jesus” in 22:16). The book of Revelation takes up in part the animal symbolism of
Daniel (the two monstrous beasts and the dragon of chapter 13, followed by the lamb of chapter
14) and displays a ferocious hatred of Rome, as well as of those who sympathize with Hellenism:
“To anyone who proves victorious, and keeps working for me until the end, I will give the
authority over the nations which I myself have been given by my Father, to rule them with an
iron scepter and shatter them like so many pots” (2:26-27).

We may therefore look at the apocalyptic current as the result of a re-Judaization of the
Gospel message, under the influence of a turn of mind foreign to Jesus. This is a relevant
observation for our time, for we shall see that apocalypticism has distorted so-called
“evangelical” Christianity to the point of transforming it into an objective ally of American-
Zionist militarism. How can we not think of an atomic war when reading, in Revelation 19:11-
20, how the angel “called Trustworthy and True,” with eyes like “flames of fire” and a cloak
“soaked in blood,” will smite the earth? “From his mouth came a sharp sword with which to
strike the nations”; he will then invite the birds to “eat the flesh of kings, and the flesh of great
generals and heroes, the flesh of horses and their riders and of all kinds of people, citizens and
slaves, small and great alike” at “God’s great feast.”

More important still in the evolution of Christianity was the adoption of the Tanakh, the
Hebrew Bible, into its canon. What has Christ to do with Yahweh? How can we think of Yahweh
as the Father (4bba) that Jesus knew? How should we interpret the fundamentally anti-Jewish
dimension of the Gospels, whose supreme expression is the accusation hurled by Jesus at the
“Jews” (meaning the mob as well as the political and religious elite): “You are of the devil, your
father, and it is the desires of your father you want to accomplish. He was a murderer from the
beginning” (John 8:44). Who is this diabolos who wants to murder Christ, if not Yahweh-Seth?
Is not this Yahweh who promises his people, in exchange for their submission, domination over
the nations of the world (Deuteronomy 28:1) the very Devil who offers Jesus the exact same
bargain (Matthew 4:8-10)? The so-called Gnostic Christians were well aware of the problem.
They held Yahweh as an evil demiurge who had enslaved men through terror and deceitful
promises of material well-being, while the loving God of Christ came to liberate them through
“knowledge” (gnosis, a term indicating a deeper transformation of the self than a mere
intellectual understanding). Yahweh, they believed, is the Prince of this world, while Christos
came from heaven to rescue them.

Unfortunately, radical Gnostics, while they recognized Yahweh as evil, did not contest his
claim of having created the world; and so they held the physical world inherently evil. This
paradoxical position led them to take the side of the serpent of Genesis, which was like
vindicating Baal, but which has passed, in the Christian confusion, as the mark of Satanism. The
Gnostic text The Testimony of Truth rewrites the story of the Garden of Eden from the point of
view of the serpent, presented as the principle of divine wisdom. He convinces Adam and Eve to
partake of knowledge (gnosis), while the Demiurge tries to keep them away from it by
threatening them with death.132

A more moderate form of Gnosticism almost prevailed in Rome at the beginning of the
second century under the authority of Marcion, a Christian of Stoic culture who had assembled
the first Christian canon (limited to a short version of Luke’s Gospel without the Nativity, and
ten epistles of Paul). “Marcion’s heretical tradition has invaded the whole world,” Tertullian



warned in his book (Against Marcion V.19).13 It was in reaction to Marcion that the competing
group, known today as the “Great Church,” created its own canon including the Hebrew Bible. In
the sixteenth century, the Council of Trent declared the Old and New Testaments as being of
equal divine authority and as part of a single book. In many ways, Christians today take the Old
Testament more seriously than the Jews, who do not give it the status of a divine revelation.
Unfortunately, by admitting the Old Testament into its canon, the Church has placed itself in a
dilemma that would, in the long run, destroy its credibility: how to reconcile Yahweh and Christ,
when they are opposites like Osiris and Seth? Having adopted and sanctified the Old Testament,
the Church had to forbid the people from reading it, lest they grow ashamed of the God they are
asked to worship. Its free access in vernacular languages in the fifteenth century marked the
beginning of dechristianization.

The Old Testament was to become the Trojan horse of Yahwism within Christianity. By
enhancing its status, the reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries launched an
irreversible return to Judaism. For this reason, some Catholics call Protestantism “Old
Testamentism.” That is overly simplistic: it was the bishops of the first centuries who opted for
the adoption of the Hebrew Bible into the canon. Later the “reforming” popes of the eleventh to
thirteenth centuries relied heavily on it to mobilize the crusaders. Be that as it may, the
Judaization of Christianity, to which Protestantism made a decisive but not exclusive
contribution, paved the way for the anti-Christianism of the Enlightenment. Voltaire, for
example, denigrated the Christian God by citing the Old Testament: “Never was common sense
attacked with so much indecency and fury” (Sermon of the Fifty).

The purpose of this chapter is not to quarrel with the Christian canon or dogmas, but simply
to understand the extent to which Christianity is the child of Yahwism. It must be noted, for
example, that it carries within its genes an exclusivism that derives directly from the ideology of
the jealous god: it was not enough that Jesus was a son of god, or even that he was the son of the
only God; he had to be the only son of the only God. And since, according to Yahwist dogma,
only God can be the object of a cult, it was finally necessary that Jesus be God. The Council of
Constantinople, summoned by the emperor Theodosius in 381, proclaimed Jesus “the only
begotten Son of God, born of the Father before all the centuries, a light born of the Light, true
God born of the true God, begotten not created, consubstantial (homoousios) to the Father, by
whom everything was created.”?* Thus exclusive monotheism, which had produced in Judaism
the monstrous idea of a law-making God, produced in Christianity another poison: dogmatism,
that is, the legal obligation to believe in absurdities. Contrary to common opinion, it is not by
virtue of its Hellenistic heritage that Christian dogma came to declare the crucified Galilean and
the Divine Creator nearly identical; for among the Greeks a hero has never been confounded
with the supreme God. It is, rather, the exclusivist obsession inherited from Judaism that finally
erased the distinction between the Son and the Father.

And yet, paradoxically, it was the deification of Jesus, not only in mythical and liturgical
discourses but also in logical discourse, which allowed medieval Christianity to largely
emancipate itself from Yahwism, at least until the printing press and the Reformation
reintroduced the Old Testament. For it was only by becoming God himself that Jesus was able to
eclipse Yahweh. But to eclipse Yahweh was not to destroy him. And if Christianity can be seen
as a victory of Osirism over Yahwism, from another point of view it is a Judaized form of
Osirism.

The Miracle of Constantine



What can explain the success of Christianity? Its merits, first of all. From the beginning, the cult
of Christ was a popular religion, which quickly overflowed the narrow circle of a Jewish sect to
arouse contagious enthusiasm among the non-Jewish subjects of the empire. This enthusiasm
stemmed not only from the new cult’s powerful Osirian resonances, but also from its
revolutionary dimension; not only from its links with tradition, but also its modernity. Christ was
the hero of the oppressed of the Roman Empire. To the people subjected to the unprecedented
physical violence of the empire, it brought the consolation of a spiritual victory: the promise of a
kingdom that is not of this world, but one that the humble can experience in this life.

But the success of Christianity is also undoubtedly linked to its way of posing and
responding to the “Jewish question” at a time when the influence of the Jews on the affairs of the
empire was becoming a major concern. The Gospels denounce the corruption of Jewish society
and religion by money, as well as the ability of Jewish elites to crush their enemies using
political pressure, while controlling crowds. Christ is the heroic figure opposed to excessive
Jewish power. These are the two major virtues of original Christianity: by sharing the passion of
Christ, the Christian frees himself from the joint power of Rome and Jerusalem.

This popular enthusiasm for Eucharistic worship, however, does not explain the political
triumph of the Church. The true “miracle” of Christianity, it has been said, was the “conversion”
of the Roman emperor Constantine in 312. His favor granted to the Church transformed a
persecuted sect into a powerful institution that soon began persecuting all competing cults. Why
did one Roman emperor favor, and another (Theodosius in 395) elevate to the rank of state
religion, a cult glorifying a man crucified by the Romans as a bandit, while forbidding its faithful
to express their loyalty to the emperor through the customary civic worship? An explanation for
this turning point is given by the authorized biographer of Constantine, Eusebius of Caesarea:
Constantine supposedly received a vision, then a military victory under the sign of Christ. But it
is hardly convincing. Historians doubt whether Constantine really became a Christian, for he
maintained and renovated pagan religious traditions (including a cult of Sol Invictus) and
retained the religious title of Pontifex Maximus (literally “the great bridge builder” between gods
and men). So why did Constantine legalize Christianity? We must suppose that he saw in Christ
a new version of Osiris, and in the cult of martyrs a new heroic, popular, and nonmartial
religiosity.

But he may have had another motivation. Several sources attribute to him, before his support
for Christianity, a virulent Judeophobia, and the opinion that “the Jews, who had spread
everywhere, actually hoped to become masters of the Roman world.”!32 His antipathy to “this
disgraceful sect” is therefore more likely a cause than a consequence of his benevolence toward
Christianity. Constantine was in this matter merely the heir of his predecessors—who all had to
answer the grievances of their subjects against the Jews—before he even heard of Christianity.
Tiberius (14-37) had expelled the Jews from Rome in 19 CE. Claudius (41-54) had renewed the
operation (as mentioned in Acts 18:2). Hadrian (117-138), who had to suppress the revolt of
Simon Bar Kokhba in Palestine, forbade circumcision and once again expelled the Jews. Only
Nero and Trajan were favorable to the Jews. In the absence of another convincing explanation, it
is therefore natural to suppose that by favoring Christianity, Emperor Constantine and his
successors (with the exception of the ephemeral Julian the Apostate, Christianophobic and
Judaeophile) hoped to solve the thorny “Jewish question” with which all empires from Babylon
onward had been confronted. Did not the Church pretend to be the gate of salvation for the Jews,
and had it not been so for thousands of Jews?

For there to be a door, there must be a wall, and it was indeed at this time that Christianity



and Judaism completed their separation. Constantine actually forbade Christians to go through
the door in the other direction. An edict of 329 punished every Christian who converted or
reconverted to Judaism. Another, in 335, prohibited Jews from circumcising their Christian
slaves. In 353, his son Constantius II decreed the expropriation of every Christian who had
become a Jew. 13

For the Jews, the door became more and more narrow as the doctors of the Church, seized
with dogmatic hubris, turned Jesus into God. Jews were asked to relinquish whatever common
sense they had to convert to the Christian creed. To this must be added the Judeophobia of the
Great Church under imperial protection. The Talmud was the Jews’ response to the appropriation
by Christians of their heritage. It transformed rabbinic Judaism into a fundamentally anti-
Christian religion. Christianity and Talmudism were both born from the ashes of the old biblical
religion after the crises of the first two centuries CE, which saw the destruction of Jerusalem in
70 and the expulsion of its Jewish population in 135. Both reached their discernible outlines only
in the fourth century, and both pretended to reform ancient Judaism, but in opposite directions
and in vicious competition: Talmudism, emerging from the Pharisaical current, exacerbated the
purificationist, ritualistic, legalistic, and separatist tendencies; while Christianity opposed it and,
under the inspiration of Paul, rejected circumcision and the Mosaic law as a whole. Christianity
must be regarded as the elder of the two—as Osiris is the elder of Seth—insofar as it exercised
more influence over its competitor than it received. The great Jewish scholar Jacob Neusner goes
so far as to write that “Judaism as we know it was born in the encounter with triumphant
Christianity.”3! Rabbinic orthodoxy, which became the new cement holding the Jewish
community together, hardened in the rejection of Christianity and its growing influence. At the
beginning of the second century, a ritual prayer was introduced into synagogues to curse the
minim or “sectaries,” a term referring particularly to Christians.

The Levitical Vatican

One must bear in mind that, after the fourth century, the Roman Empire was centered in
Constantinople, not Rome. The Italian city had plunged into irreversible decadence. It had ceased
to be the imperial capital by 286, having been replaced by Milan, then by Ravenna. The common
representation of the “Eastern Roman Empire” as the continuation of the empire founded in the
Latium, whose capital had simply been transferred to the Bosphorus, is a misleading viewpoint
inherited from Western historiography. Modern Byzantine studies rather insist on the essential
differences between the Greek-speaking Byzantine civilization and that of imperial Rome, which
was a vague and distant memory at the end of the first millennium CE. Scholars describe the
Byzantine Empire (which actually called itself a kingdom, basileia, ruled by a king, basileus) as
a commonwealth, that is, “the supra-national idea of an association of Christian peoples, to
which the emperor and the ‘ecumenical patriarch’ of Constantinople provided a symbolic
leadership—even if each of these peoples was fully independent politically and economically.”38

Unlike Rome, Constantinople was Christian by birth. Its foundation is inseparable from the
adoption of Christianity by its founder Constantine the Great. The two major centers of outreach
of the Christian faith were Antioch and Alexandria, but it was around Constantinople that the
unity of the Church was forged, at the so-called “ecumenical” councils (the Fkumene meant the
civilized world placed under the authority of the basileus), whose participants were exclusively
oriental: no Latin bishop was present at the Council of Constantinople in 381. From the sixth
century on, the patriarch of Constantinople was the keeper of orthodoxy, but the emperor was
nevertheless the protector of all Christian communities within the commonwealth, many of



which rejected the orthodox creed.

The emperor also maintained good relations with the Shiite Fatimid caliphate of Egypt,
which had conquered Jerusalem and lower Syria from the Abbasids in the 960s. Many Christian
churches operated freely on their territory, and there was a great Shiite mosque in
Constantinople. Destabilization came from the common enemy of the Byzantines and Fatimids:
the Seljuq Turks. But final destruction emerged, unexpectedly, from the West, in the form of the
Frankish crusaders, a new species of mercenaries paid in spiritual currency and looting by the
Roman church.

The global power of the Roman popes, and their amazing capacity to mobilize the Western
warrior class, had grown in the tenth century when German king Otto I had made alliance with
the local ruling family of the Latium, the counts of Tusculum, who had by then established a
hereditary right on the bishopric of Rome, but who exerted no authority beyond the Latium. The
Roman pope (from the Greek papa, a Greek word that had hitherto been applied respectfully to
every bishop) and the German emperor thus cofounded the Holy Roman Empire, in imitation and
as a challenge to the patriarch and the basileus of Constantinople. In the next two centuries, the
power of the popes continued to grow, through constant struggle with the German emperors,
especially those of the Hohenstaufen dynasty. The popes resorted to their newly invented
psychological weapon of excommunication, which could be used to undermine any sovereign’s
authority. In the middle of the eleventh century, triumphant popes developed a radical political
vision of their own universal empire, best summarized by the Dictatus Papae, a series of 27
statements by Pope Gregory VII, which included the following claims:

“l. That the Roman church was founded by God alone. 2. That the Roman pontiff alone can
with right be called universal. 3. That he alone can depose or reinstate bishops. [...] 8. That he
alone may use the imperial insignia. 9. That of the pope alone all princes shall kiss the feet. 10.
That his name alone shall be spoken in the churches. 11. That his title [Pope] is unique in the
world. 12. That it may be permitted to him to depose emperors. [...] 19. That he himself may be
judged by no one. [...] 22. That the Roman church has never erred; nor will it err to all eternity,
the Scripture bearing witness. 23. That the Roman pontiff, if he have been canonically ordained,
is undoubtedly made holy by the merits of St. Peter. [...] 27. That he may absolve subjects from
their fealty to wicked men.”

In their attempt to establish this new world order, the Gregorian reformers employed an army
of legists who elaborated a new canonical legal system to supersede customary feudal laws.
Almost all popes between 1100 and 1300 were jurists, and they transformed the papacy into a
huge international judicial machine.’? The “Donation of Constantine,” a forgery made in a
pontifical scriptorium, constitutes the centerpiece of the legal basis they needed for their
formidable claims. By this document, the Emperor Constantine supposedly transferred his
authority over the western regions of the empire to Pope Sylvester I, making the pope the
supreme sovereign of all western kings.

The false donation also bestowed on the papacy “supremacy over the four principal sees,
Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem and Constantinople, as also over all the churches of God in the
whole earth.” So it also served in the pope’s struggle with the patriarch of Constantinople, which
ultimately led to the Great Schism of 1054. Other arguments used in support of the pope’s
pretense at world supremacy included the claim to be sitting on the throne of Saint Peter, Christ’s
first disciple, supposed to have been martyred in Rome. The origin of this tradition is disputed;
the New Testament says nothing of Peter’s travel to Rome, and assumes that Peter simply
remained the head of the Jerusalem church. And the earliest sources mentioning Peter’s presence



in Rome, the writings of Peter’s supposed immediate successor Clement of Rome, are today
recognized as forgeries.

There is something Levitical in the papal authoritarian legalism of the Gregorian Reform, its
fraudulent international law, and its transformation of articles of faith into binding laws. The
whole theocratic papal ideology appears to be directly inspired by the political project of the
Deuteronomic school: a world order placed under the supreme authority of a caste of priests. The
Roman church’s vision of sin, penance, and salvation is likewise legalistic, but also monetary in
essence, in sharp contrast to the original conception of the Greek fathers that stressed man’s
potential for deification (theosis), rather than his need to extirpate himself from sin.*® With his
associates, Pope Gregory VII, a former financier (born Hildebrand, a family of bankers to this
day) turned the Church into an institution of spiritual credit. Their accounting conception of sin
would lead to the traffic of indulgences, which would later revolt Martin Luther and launch the
Reformation.

The Schism of 1054 was the starting point of a geopolitical offensive that started with the
pope’s support of the conquest of southern Italy and Sicily in 1061 by the troops of Norman
warrior Robert Guiscard, and developed into the crusades. In the last decade of the eleventh
century, Pope Urban II found an innovative method of colonizing the Near East: the militarized
pilgrimage. The spiritual reward traditionally promised to the unarmed pilgrim was now granted
to the heavily armed killer of heathens, in addition to the promise of plunder. The crusades were
the direct outcome of the Gregorian Reform: by imposing himself as the sovereign of kings, who
were therefore made his vassals, the pope claimed for himself the right to order them to make
war under his supreme command. Thus the papal authority, after having repressed private wars
in Western Europe in the tenth century under the movement of the “Peace of God,” started a
world war that would last two centuries in the Holy Land and environs. After having proclaimed
that even tournaments were a mortal sin, and that dying in the course of one of those festive
chivalric jousts would send you straight to hell, the Vatican declared that dying in its allegedly
holy wars would erase all your sins and propel you to heaven.

Until recently, it was believed that the crusades were a response to a desperate call for help
from Byzantine Emperor Alexios Komnenos, because this is how Western contemporary
chroniclers such as Ekkehard of Aura and Bernold of St Blasien presented it. The emperor sent
an embassy to Rome, writes Ekkehard, and “deplored his inability to defend the churches of the
east. He beseeched the pope to call to his aid, if that were possible, the entire west.” This is today
considered a grossly misleading picture of the tone and nature of Alexios’s request, backed by
forgeries such as a doctored version of a letter to the count of Flanders, in which Alexios
purportedly confessed his powerlessness against the Turks and humbly begged for rescue. In
fact, the emperor was in no desperate situation, and his request was just for mercenaries to fight
under his command; the Byzantines had always drawn in warriors from foreign nations to serve
under their banner in return for imperial largesse. An army of crusaders under the order of a
papal legate was never what Alexios had called for, and Byzantines were deeply worried and
suspicious when they saw it coming. “Alexios and his advisers saw the approaching crusade not
as the arrival of long-awaited allies but rather as a potential threat to the Oikoumene,” writes
Jonathan Harris. They feared that the liberation of the Holy Sepulcher was a mere pretext for
some sinister plot against Constantinople.'

The Holy City had recently been taken from the Egyptian Fatimids by the intolerant Seljuq
Turks. The news of the Turks’ desecration of the tomb of Christ, and semi-imaginary stories of
their cruel treatment of Christians, served to inflame the Western population, and masses set off



toward Jerusalem under the slogan “avenge Jesus.” Some realized along the way that they did
not need to go to the Orient, “while we have right here, before our eyes, the Jews,” in the words
of chronicler Raoul Glaber.l2 When they reached Jerusalem, the Holy City had just been
reconquered by the Fatimids, who immediately promised to restore the rights of Christians and
offered to the crusaders’ leaders an alliance against the Seljugs. The crusaders rejected the offer.
Inspired by the biblical story of Jericho (Joshua 6), they started with a procession around the
walls of Jerusalem, led by priests praying and singing at the top of their voices, before dashing
forward against the walls, expecting a miracle. Then, resorting to their sophisticated siege
machinery, they entered the city on July 15, 1099, and committed a mass slaughter. “In the
temple and portico of Solomon [the al-Agsa Mosque],” writes chronicler Raymond of Aguilers,
“men rode in blood up to their knees and the bridle reins. Indeed, it was a just and splendid
judgment of God, that this place should be filled with the blood of the unbelievers, since it had
suffered so long from their blasphemies.”* This unheard of massacre left a traumatic memory in
the Muslim world, from which the Christian-Muslim relationship would never recover.#

The crusaders succeeded in establishing four new Christian states in Syria and Palestine,
which formed the basis of a Western presence that was to endure until 1291: the kingdom of
Jerusalem, ruled by Frankish knight Godfrey of Bouillon, then by his brother Baldwin of
Boulogne, who took on the title of king; the principality of Antioch, seized by the Norman
Bohemond of Tarento (son of the above mentioned Robert Guiscard) who refused to honor his
promise to hand it over to the Byzantine emperor; the county of Edessa, formed by Baldwin of
Boulogne; and the county of Tripoli, conquered by Raymond of Toulouse.

At the end of the twelfth century, Jerusalem having been recovered by Saladin (in conditions
of humanity that contrast sharply with the capture of Jerusalem by the crusaders in 1099), Pope
Innocent IIT solemnly proclaimed a new crusade, the fourth in modern numbering. This time, the
Byzantines’ fear of a hidden agenda proved fully justified. Instead of going to Jerusalem via
Alexandria, as officially announced, the Frankish knights, financed by the Venetians, moved
toward Constantinople. The huge army of the crusaders penetrated into the city in April 1204 and
sacked it during three days. “Since the creation of this world, such great wealth had neither been
seen nor conquered,” marveled the chronicler Robert de Clari.l#2 Palaces, churches, monasteries,
and libraries were systematically pillaged. “Nuns were ravished in their convents. [...] Wounded
women and children lay dying in the streets. For three days the ghastly scenes of pillage and
bloodshed continued, till the huge and beautiful city was a shambles.”4¢

After having appropriated the best residences in the city, the conquerors elected and crowned
as new emperor of Constantinople the Frank Baldwin of Flanders, and as new patriarch the
Venetian Thomas Morosini, who imposed the exclusive religious authority of Rome. As for the
great mosque of Constantinople, it was burnt down by the crusaders—and the fire spread to a
third of the city. Innocent III immediately placed the new emperor under his protection, and
commanded that the crusading army stay to protect Constantinople from any attempt by the
Byzantines to retake the city, rather than fulfill their original vow to liberate Jerusalem. “Surely,
this was done by the Lord and is wondrous in our eyes. This is truly a change done by the right
hand of the Most High, in which the right hand of the Lord manifested power so that he might
exalt the most holy Roman Church while He returns the daughter to the mother, the part to the
whole and the member to the head.”¥

The new Franco-Latin Empire built on the smoking ruins of Constantinople lasted only half a
century. The Byzantines, entrenched in Nicaea (Iznik), slowly regained part of their ancient
territory, and, in 1261, under the command of Michael VIII Palaiologos, chased the Franks and



Latins from Constantinople. But the city they took back was but the shadow of its own past
glory: the Greek population had been slaughtered or had fled, the churches and the monasteries
had been profaned, the palaces were in ruins, and international trade had come to a stop.

Moreover, as soon as news arrived that Constantinople had “fallen,” Pope Urban IV ordered
that a new crusade be preached throughout Europe to retake Constantinople, promising that those
who joined the expedition would enjoy the same remission of sin granted to those who went to
the Holy Land.1*® There were few volunteers. But in 1281 again, Pope Martin IV encouraged the
project of Charles of Anjou (brother of King Louis IX) to take back Constantinople and establish
a new Catholic empire. It failed.

But Byzantine civilization had been fatally weakened. It collapsed a century and a half later,
after one thousand years of existence, when the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II took Constantinople
in 1453. All specialists admit that the Fourth Crusade had inflicted on Byzantium a mortal
wound, and exhausted its capacity to resist the Muslim expansion. The renowned medieval
historian Steven Runciman wrote: “There was never a greater crime against humanity than the
Fourth Crusade. Not only did it cause the destruction or dispersal of all the treasures of the past
that Byzantium had devotedly stored, and the mortal wounding of a civilization that was still
active and great; but it was also an act of gigantic political folly. It brought no help to the
Christians in Palestine. Instead it robbed them of potential helpers. And it upset the whole
defense of Christendom.”®® The crusades had also contributed to the fall of the Shiite caliphate
of Egypt, a prosperous and tolerant civilization that had been on friendly terms with Eastern
Christians, ultimately furthering the domination of the Sunni Turks with their more radical brand
of Islam.

However, for the West, and Italy in particular, the sack of Constantinople kicked off
astounding economic growth, fed initially by the vast quantities of plundered gold. In the early
thirteenth century the first gold coins appeared in the West, where only silver coinage had been
previously issued (except in Sicily and Spain).l2® The cultural benefits of the Fourth Crusade
were also impressive: in subsequent years, whole libraries were pillaged, which Greek-speaking
scholars would then start to translate into Latin. This was how most of the Ancient Greek
heritage, which had been preserved by Constantinople, reached Europe—and not through the
Arabs, as has been wrongly imagined.!*! The rise of pre-Renaissance humanism and classical
studies in Italy was a direct result of the Fourth Crusade.!? And when the last bearers of
Constantinople’s high culture fled Ottoman rule in the fifteenth century, they contributed to the
blooming of the Italian Renaissance. Throughout this period, the notion of Translatio Imperii
promoted by the Roman church, that is, the claim of a translation of Roman civilization from
West to East in Constantine’s time, disguised the very real translation of Byzantine culture from
East to West that had started in the late twelfth century and lasted through the fifteenth century.

In the final analysis, there is something Sethian in the fratricide committed by Rome against
Constantinople by the trickery of the crusades, and in Rome’s determination to erase the memory
of her defrauded and murdered elder sister. Yet like Osiris, Byzantium has been resurrected. Her
spirit moved to the far northeast, in the great plains of Russia. As John Meyendorff tells it in
Byzantium and the Rise of Russia: “Since the adoption of Christianity as the state religion of the
Kievan principality (988), the influence of Byzantine civilization upon Russia became the
determining factor of Russian civilization.”2* At the end of the tenth century, Russian king
Vladimir the Great received baptism and married a sister of Byzantine emperor Basil II, and his
son laroslav made Orthodox Christianity the religion of his subjects. The Greek alphabet was
adapted to the Slavic tongue by Byzantine monks. During the schism of 1054 and throughout the



vanishing years of Byzantium, Russia remained faithful to Constantinople’s religious leadership,
and to this day still carries its spiritual legacy, as symbolized by the Byzantine double-headed
eagle on the Russian flag.



Chapter 5
THE WANDERING CRYPTO-JEW

“Rebekah took her elder son Esau’s best clothes, which she had
at home, and dressed her younger son Jacob in them. [...] Jacob
said to his father, ‘I am Esau your first-born.””

Genesis 27:15-19

The Jews and Europe in the Middle Ages

The rise of European Jewish communities in the Middle Ages is shrouded in mystery, as are
many other aspects of medieval civilization until the twelfth century. What emerges from the
chronicles most clearly is the fact that, although excluded from Christian society, Jews had a
virtual monopoly on the practice of lending at interest—an economic power that the Church
denied Christians for moral reasons. By contrast, the practice of usury as a weapon of
domination over “the nations” is promoted by the laws of Deuteronomy (15:6), by the “heroic”
legends in the Hebrew Bible (Joseph in Egypt), by the Talmud, and even by Maimonides, now
considered the greatest Jewish thinker of the Middle Ages.

The interest rates imposed on the rural poor generally were around 65 percent and could
reach more than 150 percent. In France, they were legally capped at 43 percent in 1206. Under
such conditions, usurious lending did not stimulate economic development. On the contrary, it
led to the impoverishment of ordinary people and the enrichment of a financier class. Debt often
put farmers in a desperate situation, forcing them to sell themselves into virtual slavery.
Throughout medieval Europe, from France to Russia passing through Germany and Poland, the
Jews were hated; they were perennial victims of popular anger for their ruthless usury, alongside
their aggressive commercial practices such as client-hunting, predatory pricing, and other
violations of the codes of the guilds and corporations from which they were excluded.’** Even
the bourgeois would complain about these practices and petition or even pay princes to put an
end to them.

Kings and princes, however, granted Jewish usurers protection whenever Judeophobia arose
among the people. The tax on interest made Jews an important source of contributions to the
royal treasury. Additionally, the kings and princes would themselves fall under the control of the
moneylenders. Indeed, usury allowed Jews, operating in a network, to concentrate in their hands
an ever-greater share of the money supply. Jews became the king’s creditors whenever he ran out
of money, especially in wartime. It was these Jewish bankers, says Abraham Leon, who “allowed
the kings to maintain the costly armies of mercenaries that begin to replace the undisciplined
hordes of the nobility.”>2

The powerful used Jews as intermediaries for collecting taxes, in kind and in cash. “Tax
farming” and lending at interest are activities that combine into a formidable power, since it is
often taxes that force producers into debt. Occupying powers have always been able to count on
the collaboration of the Jews as an intermediate class to exploit, and force into submission, the
population of the occupied country; such was already the case in Egypt under Persian rule in the
fifth century BCE, and again under the Ptolemies. Jewish elites, it seems, felt no solidarity with
oppressed people, but remained loyal to the monarch who granted them privileged status and
protected them from the vengeful mob.

England offers a good illustration of this phenomenon. The first Jews, mostly from Rouen,



arrived there with William the Conqueror in 1066.1¢ They were soon in all major cities of
England, serving as intermediaries between the new elite and the Norman Anglo-Saxon
population. The king and his barons, who had decimated and replaced the Anglo-Saxon nobility,
granted the Jews a monopoly on tax collection, which at the time was a profession akin to
racketeering under royal protection. According to historian Edward Freeman, a specialist in the
Norman Conquest, “They came as the king’s special men, or more truly as his special chattels,
strangers alike to the Church and the commonwealth, but strong in the protection of a master
who commonly found it his interest to protect them against all others. Hated, feared, and loathed,
but far too deeply feared to be scorned or oppressed, they stalked defiantly among the people of
the land, on whose wants they throve, safe from harm or insult, save now and then, when popular
wrath burst all bounds, when their proud mansions and fortified quarters could shelter them no
longer from raging crowds who were eager to wash out their debts in the blood of their
creditors.”

Despite these violent episodes, the economic clout of the Jews quickly rose. The king became
obliged to his Jewish bankers and made them his advisers. In the second half of the twelfth
century, Henry Il owed the Jewish financier Aaron of Lincoln alone a sum equivalent to the
kingdom’s annual budget. Aaron died as the richest man in England, but the king then seized his
property.

Sometimes popular resentment and the Church’s pressure reached a critical point, forcing the
king to expel the Jews, not without demanding financial compensation from the bourgeois and/or
confiscating some of the Jews’ money. The Jews were first expelled from the Kingdom of France
(at the time hardly bigger than today’s Ile de France) in 1182, their property confiscated by
Philip Augustus. Many took refuge in Flanders and Alsace. The latter, under Count Philippe,
achieved such prosperity that the king grew jealous, to the point of recalling the Jews in 1198.
The Jewish financiers were in fact weaving international networks; they knew how to make
themselves indispensable by stoking princely rivalries.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the Church continued to condemn Jewish usury for its damage
to the social fabric. The issue was central to the Fourth Lateran Council convened in 1215 by
Innocent III. Five edicts issued by the council concerned the Jews, two of them condemning the
usurers’ abusive practice of appropriating the properties of defaulting debtors. Decree 67 of the
council said:

“The more Christians are restrained from the practice of usury, the more are they oppressed
in this manner by the treachery of the Jews, so that in a short time they exhaust the resources of
the Christians. Wishing, therefore, in this matter to protect the Christians against cruel
oppression by the Jews, we ordain in this decree that if in future, under any pretext, Jews extort
from Christians oppressive and excessive interest, the society of Christians shall be denied them
until they have made suitable satisfaction for their excesses.” The pope complained that the Jews
extort “not only usury, but usury on the usury,” that is to say, compound interest (on a second
loan contracted by a debtor to pay a first loan).

Of course, throughout the thirteenth century, some Christians were also in the moneylending
business despite the religious prohibition. In his Divine Comedy (begun in 1306), the Italian poet
Dante would reserve for them one of the spheres of the most infamous of the nine concentric
regions of hell, alongside sodomites, because like them they do violence to “the natural order”
through sterile activity.

The edict of Innocent III had only a limited immediate effect, but under the reign of the son
of Philip Augustus, Louis VIII (1223-1226), and especially his grandson Louis IX, also known



as Saint Louis (1226—-1270), the status of the Jews was marked by the growing influence of the
Church—though the interests of the Crown were not forgotten. In 1223 a decree prohibited
interest on loans made by Jews and asked the nobility to accept repayment of principal on behalf
of the Jews. But this decree had to be republished in 1230, which proves that it was very
imperfectly applied. Saint Louis was distinguished by his commitment to fully liberate France
from Jewish usury, beginning by breaking the royal treasury’s dependence on the Jews. His
contemporary and biographer William of Chartres depicts his concern “that the Jews should not
oppress Christians by usury, and they shall not be authorized to engage, under the shelter of my
protection, in such activities and infect my country by their poison.”3 In 1234, Louis IX freed
his subjects from one-third of their debts to Jews, and ordered that the same share be returned to
those who had already repaid their loans. Additionally, he prohibited imprisoning Christians or
selling their property to pay off debts owed to Jews. In 1240, Jean I, duke of Brittany, expelled
all Jews and released all his subjects from all debts, mortgages, or pledges contracted with them.

In 1306, Louis IX’s grandson Philip the Fair arrested and exiled the Jews, seizing their
properties including the debts they held, without even doing the service to his subjects of freeing
them from those debts. According to estimates, one hundred thousand Jews were exiled under
harsh conditions. Philip had hitherto exploited the wealth of the Jews; he had imposed on them a
new tax in 1292 and, three years later, seized their property, giving them eight days to redeem it.
But in 1306, with his treasury empty, he decided to kill the goose that laid the golden eggs.
Given that the kingdom had expanded since the first expulsion under Philip Augustus, the Jews
were compelled to flee even further away. Many probably ended their journey in Poland,
together with the German Yiddish-speaking Jews, called Ashkenaz (the Hebrew name for
Germany). Since the thirteenth century, in fact, Poland constituted a Paradisus Judeorum and
attracted several waves of Jews fleeing restrictions and persecutions. Beginning in 1264, the
Statute on Jewish Liberties granted them the right to self-governance.

By the seventeenth century Poland, then the largest country in Europe, hosted the majority of
the world’s Jews. Various theories have been put forward to explain the extraordinary population
growth of this community. Some researchers cite a possible conversion of the Khazar kingdom
(in present Kazakhstan) in the early ninth century,!’® but the evidence is very thin, and the
absence of any trace of Turkish influence in Yiddish makes this a risky hypothesis.*® In fact, it
was after the Middle Ages that the Polish Jewish population seems to have exploded, thanks in
large part to a widespread practice of early marriage. Between 1340 and 1772 the Jewish
population of Poland grew 75 times larger, going from about 10 thousand to 750 thousand.'®!

In England, Edward I prohibited Jewish usury in 1275, then banished the Jews (about 16,000
people) from his kingdom in 1290 by his decree on The Statutes of Jewry: “Forasmuch as the
King hath seen that divers evils and the disinheriting of good men of his land have happened by
the usuries which the Jews have made in time past, and that divers sins have followed thereupon
albeit that he and his ancestors have received much benefit from the Jewish people in all times
past, nevertheless, for the honor of God and the common benefit of the people the King hath
ordained and established, that from henceforth no Jew shall lend anything at usury either upon
land, or upon rent or upon other thing.” Most of the expelled Jews emigrated to the big
commercial capitals of Europe. To circumvent laws that restricted their commercial and political
activity, many took the opportunity to nominally convert to Christianity. A significant number
moved to Venice, which was already home to a large and prosperous Jewish colony, and became
the banking capital of Europe. Some would return later to London in Christian disguise.

Truth be told, the Roman Catholic Church’s attitude toward moneylending and banking was



ambivalent. The crusade spawned a huge increase in banking activity, since it required
mortgages, interest-bearing loans, and bills of exchange at a scale previously unknown. Such
activity became the specialty of the Knights Templar (the Poor Knights of Christ of the Order of
the Temple of Solomon, by their full name), founded in the early twelfth century by nine soldier-
monks from Troyes—a city with an influential Jewish community. Taking as their insignia the
seal of Solomon (or Star of David) in the middle of the Cross Pattée (footed cross) the Templars
were heavily influenced by the trade and finance of the Jews. In an 1139 bull, Pope Innocent II
granted them exemption from paying tithes (church tax), full use of tithes they collected, and the
right to keep any kind of booty seized in the Holy Land from conquered Saracens.

The Templars invented modern banking. They issued the check or money order called the
“letter of credit” and their command posts served as safe-deposit boxes for kings and wealthy
individuals. They provided transportation of funds secured by their reputation and warrior
tradition. They also acted as officers to recover debts or safeguard property under litigation. The
prohibition of usury was circumvented by “reciprocal gifts.” By seizing their debtors’ assets at
death, they appropriated, in the middle of the thirteenth century, part of France’s territory and
formed a state within the state. When French king Philip the Fair targeted the Jewish financial
networks in 1306, he simultaneously attacked the Templars, who were an essential link in these
networks.

The “Jewish question” became complicated in Europe when the Talmud became known to
Christians. Written in Hebrew, it had been carefully concealed from public view, actually
containing the statement: “The goyim who seek to discover the secrets of the Law of Israel
commit a crime that calls for the death penalty” (Sanhedrin 59a). It was in 1236 that Nicolas
Donin, a converted Jew who became a Dominican monk, gained an audience with Pope Gregory
IX to convince him of the blasphemous character of the Talmud, which presents Christ as the
illegitimate son of a Roman soldier and a prostitute (Sanhedrin 106a), capable of miracles only
by sorcery, and not risen but “sent to hell, where he was punished by being boiled in excrement”
(Gittin 56b).12 A disputatio (debate on the public square lasting sometimes several months) was
organized in Paris in the presence of Blanche of Castile, between Donin and Rabbi Yehiel,
during which the latter failed to convince his audience that the Talmud was talking about another
Jesus and another Mary. Following these exchanges, Gregory IX publicly condemned the
Talmud as “the first cause that keeps the Jews stubborn in their perfidy.” In 1242, more than
10,000 volumes were burned. Judaism stopped being perceived as the religion of the Old
Testament, and began to be viewed as a threat to public order, since the Talmud preaches
violence and deception against Christians.1%2

In the twelfth century, the prayer of Kol Nidre, solemnly declaimed three times the day
before Yom Kippur, the holiday of forgiveness, was already in use in all Jewish communities,
Sephardic as well as Ashkenazi: “All vows, obligations, oaths or anathemas, pledges of all
names, which we shall have vowed, sworn, devoted or bound ourselves to, from this day of
atonement (whose arrival we hope for in happiness) to the next, we repent, aforehand, of them
all, they shall be deemed absolved, forgiven, annulled, void and made of no effect; they shall not
be binding nor have any power; the vows shall not be reckoned vows, the obligations shall not be
reckoned obligatory, nor the oaths considered as oaths.”'* For Jewish author Samuel Roth, this
yearly ceremony in which every Jew, young and old, absolved himself before God of all his lies,
perjuries, and betrayals of trust against Gentiles, has largely contributed to the Jews’ moral
corruption for a millennium: “Can it be doubted what a fearful influence for evil this must exert
on his character as a citizen and as a human being?” (Jews Must Live, 1934).19 This practice



creates, among other things, unlimited tolerance for apostasy, since it declares Christian baptism
inoperative. With each wave of expulsions, many Jewish families chose conversion rather than
exile, while continuing to “Judaize” discreetly or covertly. The fifth edict of the Fourth Lateran
Council (1215) concerns the problem of crypto-Jews, that is to say, insincere converts.

The situation of Jews in the Middle Ages cannot be understood simply by examining their
relationships with Christians; that external aspect is secondary to the internal structure of the
community itself, whose most salient characteristic was the oppression by the “doctors of the
law” on the masses of Jews in order to preserve them from any outside influence. The Talmud,
conceived as “a wall around the Torah,” allowed the rabbis to “stand guard over the guard itself,”
according to the Talmudic expression.l®® Though Moses Maimonides attempted to reconcile faith
and Aristotelian science in the Guide for the Perplexed (Moreh Neboukhim), his effort was
violently rejected at the time, and his disciples ostracized, by community elites. “In 1232, Rabbi
Solomon of Montpellier hurled anathemas [complete exclusion from the community, often
leading to death] against all those who would read the Moreh Neboukhim or engage in scientific
and philosophical studies,” reports the Jewish historian Bernard Lazare, who gave a vivid
portrayal of medieval Jewish communities. “These miserable Jews, whom the whole world
tormented for their faith, persecuted their own coreligionists more fiercely, more bitterly, than
they had ever been persecuted. Those accused of indifference were condemned to the worst
tortures; blasphemers had their tongues cut off; Jewish women who had relations with Christians
were condemned to be disfigured, and their noses were removed.” Rationalists resisted, but they
were an isolated minority. “As for the mass of Jews, they had completely fallen under the yoke
of the obscurantists. They were now separated from the world, every horizon closed, with
nothing left to nourish their minds but futile talmudic commentaries, idle and mediocre
discussions on the law; they were enclosed and stifled by ceremonial practices, like mummies
swaddled by their bands: their directors and guides had locked them in the narrowest and most
abominable of dungeons. From there emerged a fearful bewilderment, a terrible decay, a collapse
of intellectualism, a compression of the brain that rendered them unfit to conceive any idea.”'Z

Forced Conversions in Spain and Portugal

While the Ashkenazi Jews of Eastern Europe were living in complete cultural isolation,
Sephardic Jews from the Iberian Peninsula were preparing to exercise a decisive influence on
European affairs. Documented from the fifth century onward, this community flourished under
the rule of Muslims, whose conquest they facilitated during the eighth century. Muslim
Andalusia was a highly cultured society with a relatively peaceful coexistence between Muslims,
Jews, and Christians. Many Jews exiled from France took refuge there between the twelfth and
fourteenth centuries, but Catholic Spain also received them. It is estimated that in the kingdom of
Aragon in 1294, 22% of tax revenues were levied on the Jews, who made up only 3% of the
population.

The situation of the Jews was particularly favorable in Castile during the reign of King Peter
I (1350-1369), known as Peter the Cruel: “Don Pedro was, indeed, so surrounded by Jews, that
his enemies reproached his court for its Jewish character,” writes Heinrich Graetz. The treasurer
and advisor to the king, Samuel Ha-Levi, was a particularly powerful figure. Graetz relates his
dubious role in the failure of Peter’s marriage with the very Catholic Blanche de Bourbon, a
descendant of St. Louis, and in the civil war that followed. While his ministers were negotiating
his marriage, the king fell in love with a certain Maria de Padilla. Samuel, and with him all the
Jews of Spain, sided with Maria. “The reason assigned was that Blanche, having observed with



displeasure the influence possessed by Samuel and other Jews at her husband’s court, and the
honors and distinctions enjoyed by them, had made the firm resolve, which she even commenced
to put into execution, to compass the fall of the more prominent Jews, and obtain the banishment
of the whole of the Jewish population from Spain. She made no secret of her aversion to the
Jews, but, on the contrary, expressed it openly. For this reason, it is stated, the Jewish courtiers
took up a position of antagonism to the queen, and, on their part, lost no opportunity of
increasing Don Pedro’s dislike for her. If Blanche de Bourbon really fostered such anti-Jewish
feelings, and circumstances certainly seem to bear out this view, then the Jews were compelled in
self-defense to prevent the queen from acquiring any ascendency, declare themselves for the
Padilla party, and support it with all the means in their power.” The scheme was successful.
“Samuel Abulafia, by the wisdom of his counsels, his able financial administration, and his zeal
for the cause of Maria de Padilla, continued to rise in the favor of the king. His power was
greater than that of the grandees of the realm. His wealth was princely, and eighty black slaves
served in his palace.” Peter would ultimately poison his wife Blanche, but only after putting
Samuel to death and confiscating his fortune. He was excommunicated by the pope and perished
in the civil war against his brother Henry of Trastamara, backed by the famous Bertrand du
Guesclin.’® But the power of the Jews decreased only temporarily. In 1371, the citizens
complained in a petition to the new king of Castile that they controlled the cities.

At the end of the fourteenth century, episodic clashes throughout Spain degenerated into
massacres. On June 9, 1391, a crowd gripped by a frenzy of killing and looting invaded the vast
Jewish district of Seville. Jews could only escape it by taking refuge in churches and undergoing
baptism. Violence spread like wildfire in Castile, then under the authority of a weak king, and
from there to the entire Iberian Peninsula. The estimated number of victims in one year
amounted to approximately fifty thousand deaths and tens of thousands of converts.

In the early fifteenth century, tensions continued to mount. The years 1412-1415 were
marked by a new round of collective conversions: many were forced, but some were voluntary,
with motives ranging from opportunism to sincere religious conviction (due to the preaching of
the Dominican monk Vincent Ferrer in particular).!? In a quarter century (1391-1415),
pressures, threats, and sermons made over a hundred thousand converts. Although church and
Spanish law prohibited forced baptisms in theory, it still held those forced conversions legally
irreversible.

Freed from the restrictions imposed on Jews, these converts, called “New Christians,”
conversos, or marranos, experienced a meteoric socio-economic ascension. In the words of
historian of Marranism Yirmiyahu Yovel: “Conversos rushed into Christian society and
infiltrated most of its interstices. After one or two generations, they were in the councils of
Castile and Aragon, exercising the functions of royal counselors and administrators,
commanding the army and navy, and occupying all ecclesiastical offices from parish priest to
bishop and cardinal. Those who wanted to keep a secret Jewish aspect of their identity would
sometimes seek refuge in Catholic monasteries. The conversos were priests and soldiers,
politicians and professors, judges and theologians, writers, poets and legal advisors—and of
course, as in the past, doctors, accountants and high-flying merchants. Some allied themselves by
marriage to the greatest families of Spanish nobility [. . .] Their ascent and penetration in society
were of astonishing magnitude and speed.”™

This rise of the New Christians naturally generated hostility among ethnic Christians (called
by contrast “Old Christians”). The former group not only practiced strict endogamy for the most
part, sometimes within blood ties prohibited by the Church (marriage between first cousins or



between uncle and niece), but also continued to “Judaize”: “Many converts,” writes Yirmiyahu
Yovel, “effectively tried to keep—in the privacy of their homes and their clandestine behavior—
a form of Jewish identity. They secretly observed some Jewish rituals, refrained as much as
possible from eating forbidden foods, practiced silent prayer, murmured old formulas and Jewish
blessings, and taught their children that they would be saved by the Law of Moses and not by
that of Christ; they considered themselves captives in the ‘land of idolatry’ and awaited their
own Messiah.” Many met secretly and developed codes and verbal masks. The biblical figure of
Esther, the clandestine Jew, was particularly popular among the Judaizers; subsequent
generations of Marranos would pray to “Saint Esther.”22

Anti-Marrano violence erupted in Toledo from 1449 until the 1470s, and spread to
Andalusia. To eradicate crypto-Judaism, King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of
Castile established the Spanish Inquisition, whose first courts opened in 1480 in Seville. Not
only did the Inquisition have no jurisdiction over the Jews, it sometimes received denunciations
from Jews who despised or were jealous of conversos. Pedro de la Caballeria, the son of a
convert who had attained high ecclesiastical office and had even negotiated the marriage of
Isabella and Ferdinand, was tried posthumously as a secret Jew; he had reportedly told a Jewish
neighbor who reproached him about his conversion : “Silence, fool! Could I, as a Jew, ever have
risen higher than a rabbinical post? But now, see, I am one of the chief councilors (jurado) of the
city. For the sake of the little hanged man (Jesus), I am accorded every honor, and I issue orders
and decrees to the whole city of Saragossa. Who hinders me—if I choose—from fasting on Yom
Kippur and keeping your festivals and all the rest? When I was a Jew I dared not walk as far as
this (i.e. beyond the prescribed limits of a Sabbath day’s walk) but now I do as I please.”Z

Upon completion of the Reconquista in 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella took drastic measures.
With the Alhambra Decree, they ordered the final expulsion of Jews who refused to convert. The
explicit motivation given for such drastic measures is the bad influence that Jews have on their
converted brethren: “You well know that in our dominion, there are certain bad Christians that
judaised and committed apostasy against our Holy Catholic faith, much of it the cause of
communications between Jews and Christians. [...] These Jews instruct these Christians in the
ceremonies and observances of their Law, circumcising their children, [...].” Believing that “the
true remedy of such damages and difficulties lay in the severing of all communications between
the said Jews,” the king and queen of Spain had first ordered, in 1480, “that the Jews be
separated from the cities and towns of our domains and that they be given separate quarters.”
That proved insufficient, and Jews have kept “trying by whatever manner to subvert our holy
Catholic faith and trying to draw faithful Christians away from their beliefs.”

The estimated number of Jews expelled from Spain varies among historians; Yovel sets the
minimum figure at 120,000, out of a total of about 160,000 Spanish Jews of whom 40,000 chose
baptism. Approximately 80,000 of the expelled accepted the paying offer of temporary asylum
proffered by John II in Portugal, with the others settling in the south of France or Italy, Algeria
or Morocco, Turkey or northern Germany (Hamburg), and in the Netherlands.

As in every episode of this type, the Jews who chose exile rather than apostasy were more
committed to their faith and their community, and they took with them a deep resentment against
Catholicism. The case of Isaac Abravanel (1437—-1508) is emblematic: born in Lisbon to a rich
and powerful family, he had derived great profits from his business ventures and became, thanks
to his ability to lend huge amounts of money, the bagman of Ferdinand and Isabella. In 1492, he
chose exile and took refuge in Italy, where he served the king of Naples and the Venetian
Republic. The idea of Israel taking revenge against Edom/Esau (code names for Rome and the



Church) is central to the exegeses he published after leaving Spain. For example, the book of
Daniel means, according to him, “that at the precise moment the Lord takes vengeance on the
nations, Israel will then go from darkness to light and out of bondage,” and “nothing will survive
of the house of Esau.” “Indeed, any deliverance promised Israel is associated with the fall of
Edom.”!7

The expulsion of Jews from Spain had tripled their number in Portugal, where they grew
overnight from 4% to almost 12%, out of a total population of one million. The Jews quickly
came to dominate economic life there. But in 1496, as part of a matrimonial alliance with Spain
that would unify the peninsula, the king of Portugal Manuel I aligned with Spanish Jewish
policy. He required a massive conversion of the Jews but—in an unheard-of move—prevented
them from leaving the kingdom because he did not want to deprive himself of their financial
manna. However, he guaranteed them that no investigation would be conducted into their
religious life during a transitional period of twenty years (a guarantee renewed in 1512 and again
in 1524). Portugal now had a population consisting of about 12% New Christians, concentrated
in the cities where they represented as much as a quarter to a third of the population. Historian of
the crypto-Jews Nathan Wachtel notes that “this was how, under a regime of relative tolerance,
the New Christians in Portugal learned and perfected the art of leading a double life: apparently
Christian on the outside, while privately given to observing (however imperfectly) the
celebrations and rites of the Jewish religion.”2 In Portugal, as in Spain earlier, popular hostility
was not slow to manifest itself in massacres like the one in Lisbon in 1506, which caused several
hundreds or even thousands of deaths. Consequently, King Manuel eventually allowed the
Marranos to leave the kingdom in 1507 and let them engage in international trade.

In 1540, the new Portuguese king Jodo III introduced the Inquisition following the Spanish
model. But the crypto-Judaism of the Portuguese Marranos was much more committed and
durable than its nearly-extinct counterpart in Spain. There were three main reasons for this. First,
the Portuguese Marranos descended mainly from Spanish Jews who had rejected the alternative
of apostasy in 1492. Secondly, they had only converted under the threat of death, being denied
the alternate possibility of leaving Portugal. And thirdly, by 1540, they had already Judaized for
almost half a century with relative impunity.

The Portuguese Inquisition was horribly efficient, torturing and burning alive tens of
thousands of Judaizers, tracking them down all over Europe and even in the colonies of the New
World for harmless beliefs and practices. In light of these events, the papal bull of Clement VIII
in 1593, Caeca et Obdurata, took on a sadly ironic dimension when it denounced “the blind and
unfeeling perfidy of the Jews,” which “does not recognize the mercy toward them of the Church
that patiently awaits their conversion.”

Judaizing Marranos developed signs of mutual recognition. “Being Marrano means being
affiliated with a vast secret society of protection and assistance,” wrote Léon Poliakow./”® The
secret, explains Nathan Wachtel, “became an essential component of religious fervor itself,” and
“definitively marked what we may call the Marrano lifestyle: secrecy exalted as a value in itself,
a sign of eminent virtue.” The Marranos developed discrete signs for recognizing each other: “an
allusion, an ambiguous expression, or just a word spoken in a certain way (such as ‘believer’ or
‘faithful” or ‘good Christian’ meant to be understood ironically). A gesture, a smile, or a glance
often sufficed.” By necessity, the Marranos did not reveal their true religion to their children
until adolescence; teenagers were then stunned to learn that everything they had been taught
before (Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, the Trinity, saints) was false, and that salvation was not
found in the “law of Jesus” but in that of Moses. Thus did Marranism introduce a practice of



converting Christians to crypto-Judaism.Z

Among other negative effects, forced conversions and the Inquisition put a stop to sincere
conversion. Voluntary converts were amalgamated with forced converts, and like them were
considered suspect in the eyes of the Old Christians; if they maintained links with their Jewish
relatives, or kept their aversion to pork, they risked torture, destruction, and death.

Why, under such circumstances, would anyone convert, considering that the Inquisition had
no jurisdiction over the unconverted Jews? It is likely that without the Inquisition, Marranism
would have influenced Judaism as well as Christianity and served as a bridge between the two.
But syncretism, which is a form of religious miscegenation, was persecuted until the early
eighteenth century. Accused at this time of Judaizing in Rio de Janeiro, Theresa Paes de Jesus,
from a Marrano family, excused herself: “I thought Jesus Christ was the same person as Moses,
[. . .] he was the king of the Jews worshiped by Jews and Christians.” For this confession she was
burned at the stake. The Inquisition crystallized, among a core group of Marranos, a deeply
internalized hatred of Catholicism, which led to such sacrilegious practices as the flagellation of
Christ..Z® This resentment, combined with a battle-hardened practice of concealment, infiltration,
and secret intelligence networks, helped transform European Judaism into an ever-more-
formidable anti-Christian force.

Throughout the sixteenth century, the Marranos migrated to nations with Jewish
communities, but were not allowed to officially join them. Many, feeling as foreign to one
religion as the other, lost their faith. But their rejection of Jewish religion was not a rejection of
Jewishness. On the contrary: beginning in the fifteenth century, a heightened racial pride
emerged among the New Christians, in direct contradiction to the Christian concept that, among
the baptized, “there is neither Jew nor Greek” (Galatians 3:28). Having been forced to change
their religion, the Marranos minimized the importance of religion and interpreted their
Jewishness in racial terms, allowing them to view themselves as fundamentally Jewish, and only
incidentally Christian. It was the Marranos who, inspired by the Talmud, disseminated the first
racist theories: in 1655 Isaac La Peyrere, a Marrano from Bordeaux, claimed in his treatise
Preeadamitcee that Adam is the ancestor of the Jewish race, while other breeds are derived from a
pre-Adamic humanity, devoid of soul. In an earlier book, Du rappel des Juifs (1643), La Peyrere
had already evoked a fundamental difference in biological makeup between Jews and Gentiles,
while conceding that the difference is less than that between the bodies of beasts and men’s
bodies because only the latter are “capable of resurrection and immortality”; however, “the
bodies of Jews are capable of more Grace and Glory than the bodies of the Gentiles.”2

Far from blending in with Christian society, New Christians socialized and married only
among themselves, continued to practice usury, and still served as intermediaries between the
elite and the masses of Old Christians, only with increased freedom and legitimacy. This
behavior was the determining factor in the transformation of religiously based Judeophobia into
the racial Judeophobia that would later be called “anti-Semitism”; the 1449 anti-Jewish revolt
against the conversos of Toledo marked the turning point. Until then, both the Church and the
people recognized that a Jewish convert to Christianity was not a Jew but a Christian. But
conversion, which had reinforced the racial paradigm among New Christians, triggered a
backlash among Spanish Old Christians: they too began to exalt their race. The ideology of “pure
blood” became a central value of the hidalgo nobility, and resulted in the limpieza de sangre
(purity of blood) statutes of 1449 denying the conversos access to certain occupations. According
to historian Americo Castro, this Spanish purity-of-blood ideology was basically a reaction to,
and a mirror image of, Jewish racism. Yet it was milder: one could hardly find among Spaniards



the equivalent of this certificate established in 1300 by a rabbi, guaranteeing after investigation
that two young candidates for marriage “were of pure descent, without any family taint, and that
they could intermarry with the most honored families in Israel; for there had been no admixture
of impure blood in the paternal or maternal antecedents and their collateral relatives.”

The Marrano Dispersion

Part of the Marrano community never left Portugal, and in the early twentieth century,
ethnographers were able to document remnant Marrano communities that had maintained their
secret customs for more than five centuries, oblivious to their specific historical ties with the
Jews of the world. For example, the village of Belmonte, a Marrano community discovered
around 1920, officially converted to Judaism in 1985, under the guidance of the American Rabbi
Joshua Stampfer. 8!

But a larger number of Portuguese Marranos spread around the world beginning in 1507,
when they were first allowed to trade internationally. Some crossed the Pyrenees to reach
Bayonne and Bordeaux, others settled in Northern Europe or in the Mediterranean basin, while
others sailed to Lima in South America, or Goa in India. “From the mid-seventeenth century
onward,” summarizes Yovel, “the Marranos created a worldwide network of Spanish-Portuguese
establishments, a kind of archipelago of islands where they interacted to some degree with their
surroundings, bringing with them their languages, their cultures, their Iberian customs, their
skills and trade networks along with the restlessness and split identity that was their own special
characteristic.” The conversos quickly became first-class international businessmen, confidently
exchanging bank notes and IOUs. They “created the first pre-modern, albeit fragmented, model
of economic globalization” and “soon began to rise to the forefront of international trade,
virtually monopolizing the market for certain commodities, such as sugar, to participate to a
lesser degree in trading spices, rare woods, tea, coffee, and the transportation of slaves.”!® Their
strength lay not only in their network of solidarity, but also in their great mobility, with wealthy
families always ready to respond to constraints or opportunities by a new exile.

Fleeing the Inquisition, many Marranos took refuge in the Ottoman Empire, particularly in
the city of Thessaloniki, where they were free to practice their religion. They converted
nominally to Islam in large numbers during the seventeenth century, following the example of
Sabbatai Zevi, the Kabbalist and self-styled messiah, forming the Dénmeh community, whose
numbers were assessed at more than one million in the early twentieth century. In 1550, the
French King Henri II allowed “merchants and other Portuguese called New Christians™ to settle
in Bordeaux, granting them privileges that allowed them to acquire great wealth in maritime
trade, including the slave trade.!® In Venice, Portuguese Marranos settled in the early sixteenth
century. By the middle of the seventeenth century “they attained the hegemony in local affairs,”
according to Cecil Roth.!* It is worth mentioning that the first edition of the Babylonian Talmud
was printed in Venice in 1520. From 1512 onward, an even larger Marrano community settled in
the Netherlands, then under Spanish rule. Antwerp became their capital and emerged as a
booming economic center. Calvinist uprisings led to the independence of the United Provinces in
1579. When, in 1585, Philip II of Spain temporarily retook Antwerp, Jews and Calvinists
transferred their businesses to Amsterdam. In the seventeenth century, the Jewish community of
Amsterdam, called the “New Jerusalem of the North,” was composed largely of conversos who
had returned to Judaism. Ashkenazi Jews also flocked to Amsterdam after the pogroms in Poland
and Ukraine in 1648. Many of these Jews and crypto-Jews eventually would join the “New
Amsterdam,” later renamed New York.



When circumstances permitted, the Marranos returned to Judaism. But if it benefitted their
affairs, they could also re-don the Christian mask when travelling back to Spain, Portugal, or in
the Iberian colonies. Many made use of two names: a Hebrew name within the Jewish
community, and a Spanish or Portuguese name in international affairs. A notable example is
Moshe Curie, one of the wealthiest Marranos of Amsterdam, who signed his bills, powers, and
IOUs with the name Jeronimo Nunes da Costa.l® Thus the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
“saw the return of Marrano emigrants to Judaism, a return that did not only occur in the Ottoman
Empire, a traditional refuge for Jews, but also in European cities like Venice, Ferrara, Hamburg,
Amsterdam and London. Jewish communities also reappeared, barely concealed, in prohibited
areas such as Spanish Flanders and the Bordeaux region, where authorities had good business
reasons to close their eyes. This led to the phenomenon of ‘New Jews,” ex-New Christians who
returned to the religion of their ancestors.” £

The distinction between Jew and crypto-Jew gradually became baseless. The term
“Portuguese” came to designate the Sephardic Jews exiled in Christian masks, whether or not
they retained the mask.“The same commercial network,” writes Yovel, “could contain secret
Judaizers in Seville or Mexico, assimilated Catholics in Antwerp or Toulouse, officially declared
Jews in London or Curacao, perhaps even a dissident converted to Calvinism, alongside all kinds
of undecided Marranos, agnostics and freethinkers.”'®? Nathan Wachtel adds: “Quasi- global
dispersion, transcontinental and transoceanic solidarity: these huge networks linking New
Christians in Lisbon, Antwerp or Mexico, and the Jews of Livorno, Amsterdam or
Constantinople, had a remarkable character, something new at this dawn of modernity, which
was to join together tens of thousands of people who did not officially profess the same religious
faith, yet shared the feeling of belonging to the same community, designated by the lapidary
phrase: the Nacdo.” 8 1t is significant that the term “nation,” which comes from the Latin natio,
“birth,” was applied to the international community of Marranos before it came to designate any
other “peoples.” It may be said that the idea of “nation” is a crypto-Jewish contribution to the
Christian West.

Firmly established in all major European ports, the Marranos played the leading role in the
commercial and colonial expansion of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Europe. Their networks
were not only the link between the maritime empires of the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French,
and English, but also took on a global dimension, connecting Asia, Africa, Europe, and America.
Portuguese Marranos mastered large-scale trade, on the routes to the East Indies as well as the
newly opened sea routes to the “West Indies,” meaning the American continent. Christopher
Columbus—who left Spain during the same month that the decree of expulsion of the Jews was
declared—was himself Marrano, according to a thesis defended by several Jewish historians,
including Cecil Roth, author of an authoritative history of Marranism: “That epoch-making
expedition of 1492 was as a matter of fact very largely a Jewish, or rather a Marrano, enterprise.
There are grounds for believing that Columbus was himself a member of a New Christian
family.”® Christopher Columbus, we may recall, was the author of a genocide-by-forced-labor
of Caribbean populations, island after island. In 1495, he sent the first shipments of Indian slaves
to Spain: “Let us in the name of the Holy Trinity, go on sending all the slaves that can be sold,”
he wrote. Others were enslaved in their own lands for the extraction of the gold that Columbus
intended to send back to his sponsors. Each Haitian above the age of thirteen was required to
bring in a quota of gold, and those who failed had their hands cut off. The hell imposed on these
populations resulted in the first known mass suicides. The population was decimated in two
generations. The unspeakable cruelty of Columbus and his men was documented by the priest



Bartolome de las Casas.

In the wake of Columbus, the Marranos became the main catalysts of the new spirit of
colonial expansion, from Mexico to Peru and from the Caribbean to Brazil. Beginning in 1569,
the Inquisition’s courts were introduced in the Americas to hunt Judaizing Marranos, who then
found a relatively mild situation in Brazil, where inquisitorial activity remained moderate until
the very end of the seventeenth century. They developed in particular the cultivation of sugar
cane, as explained by Nathan Wachtel: “The cultivation of sugar cane and sugar manufacturing
require complex technology, abundant capital and extensive trade networks: at every successive
stage of the sugar trade, the New Christians played a prominent role.”® The Marranos of Latin
America, who formed an “underground America,” would also master the cultivation and
commerce of cocoa, tobacco, and coffee—all addictive products that Europeans would grow
heavily dependent upon in less than a century. The Inquisition of Lima in 1636 worried about the
near monopoly of Portuguese Marranos in all branches of trade: “They achieved such mastery
over trade that everything, from brocade to sackcloth, and from diamonds to cumin, passed
through their hands.” And the Bishop of Puebla, Juan de Palafox, wrote in 1641: “They have so
much power, not only in this city but also inland, that they can threaten the security of the
kingdom.”*!

No international trade escaped them, and in time of war, they traded with enemy countries
equally. Naturally, said Wachtel, “the traffic of African slaves [. . .] was virtually controlled at
the end of the sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth, by the networks of the
Marrano diaspora,” all beneficiaries of asientos (exclusive contracts granted by the Crown) being
Portuguese businessmen. Some were at the same time priests, like Diego Lopez de Lisboa in the
first decade of the seventeenth century.? Note that, out of a little over nine million slaves
imported to the Americas between 1519 and 1867, eight million were in Brazil and the
Caribbean, where the traffic was in the hands of Marranos. The conditions were much harder
there than in North America; the majority of slaves died young without founding families.
Jewish justification of this traffic, inspired by the Hebrew Bible, was voiced by Jacob ben Isaac
Achkenazi de Janow in his Commentary on the Torah in the early seventeenth century: Blacks
were descended from Ham, the youngest son of Noah, who was cursed by the Lord with these
words: “Accursed be Canaan, he shall be his brothers’ meanest slave” (Genesis 9:25).2 1t is fair
to mention that Pope Paul III proclaimed in 1537 his bull Sublimus Dei prohibiting slavery of
American Indians and all other peoples, denouncing such practices as directly inspired by “the
enemy of mankind.”

In the nineteenth century, traces of the Marranos were gradually lost. After the annexation of
half of Mexico by the United States in 1848,the crypto-Jews who became US citizens, now
enjoying freedom of religion (Jews had been officially banned in Mexico until then), seldom
opted for a return to Judaism. They preferred Presbyterianism, a compromise that allowed them
access to the Old Testament. At least until the 1960s, some families in New Mexico and Texas
still kept the memory of their secret Jewish heritage.l** Surveys have revealed isolated pockets of
Marranos in Brazil until the end of the twentieth century, with some of them solemnly returning
to Judaism. In May 1997, on the five-hundredth anniversary of the forced conversion of the
Portuguese in 1497, the first “National Congress of Marrano Jews” was held in Recife, Brazil.

Marranos and the Church

Many Marranos were monks or priests, and some rose to important ecclesiastical positions in the
Catholic Church. The question of their sincerity is often difficult to determine. From the



sixteenth century, the monastic order of Saint Jerome, and especially the Monastery of Our Lady
of Guadalupe, were known for attracting Judaizing Marranos. One prominent friar, Hernando de
Talavera, was the confessor of Isabella the Catholic. Crypto-Jews were actually suspected of
becoming the confessors of Old Christians in order to learn their secrets. Fray Vicente
Rocamoro, confessor to Anne-Marie (daughter of Philip III of Spain and future empress)
suddenly disappeared, then reappeared in 1643 in the Jewish community of Amsterdam under
the name of Isaac de Rocamora.'?

Conversely, there were unquestionably sincere converts among the Marranos, who found in
Jesus the model of the Jew emancipated from Mosaic Law. St. Teresa of Avila, for example,
came from a Marrano family. It was said that some of these sincere converts nonetheless brought
into the Church a Jewish spirit: Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Society of Jesus, was from a
Marrano family, and many historians have noted that the Jesuit order owes much to the spirit of
Jewish networking. The Inquisitor Tomas de Torquemada and his assistant Diego Daza, the most
cruel persecutors of the “false Christians,” were Marranos. In general, the question of sincerity is
impossible to decide, as conversions may lead to virtual split personalities. We must also take
into account that a Marrano could feel Christian by religion and Jewish by blood.

A good example is Solomon Halevi, chief rabbi of Burgos, who converted in 1390 or 1391,
taking the name of Pablo de Santa Maria, becoming Bishop of Burgos in 1416. His sincerity
seems beyond doubt, since he spoke harshly of the Jews, whom he accused of plotting to control
Spain. As a bishop, he forced them to wear a badge to distinguish them from Christians. Yet he
did not hesitate to proudly display his “Levitical” heritage.

After Halevi’s death in 1435, his son Alonso Cartagena succeeded him as bishop of Burgos.
A prolific writer like his father, he strove to mitigate the breach between the Old and New
Testaments: “The strength of the Gospel is in the Law, and the foundation of the Law is the
principle of the Gospel.” The result, for Cartagena, was that the conversion of Jews to
Christianity is not really a conversion, but simply a deeper understanding of their historical role:
a converted Jew was a better Christian because he did not really convert but rather deepened his
faith, while the Gentiles first had to get rid of their false pagan beliefs in coming to Christ.
Alonso held Jewishness superior from the racial perspective: it was because of their superior
genetic heritage that Jews were chosen, not only to give birth to Christ, but to be a natural
aristocracy of humanity. The Jews embodied Israel in flesh and spirit at the same time; it was
really the Jews, in a way, who were the “Old Christians.”!%

About 270 years after Nicholas Donin had persuaded the pope to take action against the
Talmud, another converted Jew, Joseph Pfefferkorn, embarked on a similar crusade. A native of
Moravia who had converted (“withdrawn from the filthy and pestilential mire of the Jews”) in
1504 with his family, he abandoned the practice of usury and took the name of Johannes. He
traveled through the German-speaking countries to preach conversion to the Jews, and wrote
several books, including The Mirror of the Jews and The Enemy of the Jews, to “prevent the
damage which the mangy dogs [Jews] do to Christian power in both the spiritual and worldly
sphere.” He denounced, for example, the way Jews were ruining farmers through usury and
expropriation of their lands, their efforts to morally corrupt Christians, and the revolutionary
spirit of the Jews, who “pray for revenge against the whole Christian Church and especially
against the Roman Empire, so that it should be broken and destroyed.” Supported by the
Dominicans and the Franciscans, Pfefferkorn received from Emperor Maximilian I the right to
confiscate Jewish books, examine them, and destroy those deemed hostile to the Christian faith.
But a Jewish delegation successfully argued that the subject should first be discussed by a



committee.

Johannes Reuchlin, the greatest humanist scholar of his time after Erasmus, defended the
Jews.Z Reuchlin immersed himself in Jewish writings and published in 1506 De rudimentis
Hebraicis, the first Hebrew grammar by a non-Jew. He was interested in Kabbalah, which he
combined with Neoplatonic magic in his book De verbo mirifico (The Magic Word). Kabbalah is
an outgrowth of Talmudism particularly popular in Marrano circles. Its founding text, the Zohar
(Book of Splendor), presents itself as having been written in the second century CE by Simeon
bar Yochai Rabbi, hidden in a cave, and fortuitously rediscovered in the thirteenth century by
Moses de Leon in a market of Spain. Needless to say, academic research ascribes authorship to
Moses de Leon himself; the book’s antiquity is factitious. The basic principle of Kabbalah is the
sacralization of the Hebrew language: since it is the language of God, by which God created the
world, it follows that the knowledge of sacred words and their numeric meanings (associated
with angelic powers) grants a demiurgic power to the kabbalist.

Reuchlin defended the Talmud and Kabbalah before the emperor, against the Dominicans.
He considered these Jewish books “the speech and the most sacred words of God.” His erudition,
aided by the corruption of certain officials, managed to overturn the imperial order to destroy
Jewish books. The debate continued for more than a decade in the universities, motivating many
books in both camps. In 1517, Reuchlin published De arte caballistica, dedicated to Pope Leo X.
In 1533, Cornelius Agrippa, inspired by Reuchlin, published De occulta philosophia. Thus did
kabbalistic occult inspiration take root in the Christian West. Humanist thinkers, opposed to the
Christian foundations of their society, sided with Reuchlin and campaigned against the
Dominicans. They counted among their ranks such Marranos as Fernando de Rojas, author of the
famous Celestine (1499). Pope Leo X (1513—-1521) took the side of Reuchlin, who dedicated his
De arte caballistica to him in 1517. Leo X, whose real name was Giovanni Médici, came from
the powerful Florentine family of the Medici, a “race of usurers” according to Machiavelli,
owners of the most important bank in Europe, founded in 1397.2%8 The Medicis were closely
linked to the Abravanel clan, and favored the immigration into Tuscany of Jews from Spain and
the Balkans. Leo X made the papacy hated by his immoderate use of indulgences to fill the
coffers of the Vatican.

Let us take a brief detour to discuss the Kabbalah, emphasizing its role in the birth of
Zionism, through prophecies of the return of the Jews to Palestine, notably in the Zohar. Though
the Kabbalah was born in Spain in the thirteenth century and spread, under a veil of secrecy, in
Italy and Germany in the fourteenth century, it was at the end of the fifteenth century that it
became an important part of Judaism, especially among crypto-Jews, who found in its occult
dimension a resonance with their own hidden condition. The expulsion of the Jews from Spain in
1492 triggered a great craze for Kabbalah, while accentuating its double messianic-apocalyptic
dimension.t®?

The Marranos found themselves better placed than the unconverted Jews to influence the
Church with regard to kabbalistic prophecies. Thus, Solomon Molcho (1500-1532), born in
Portugal to a Marrano family, rose to the post of royal secretary in the High Court of Justice, met
the Pope, and tried to convince him to form an army of Marranos and attack the Ottoman Empire
in order to liberate Palestine for the Jews. According to historian Youssef Hindi, Molcho “was
the first to have concretely established Zionism’s political strategy towards Christians, with the
aim of using them to bring the Jews back to the Holy Land [. . .] persuading them to embrace
Jewish messianic designs as their own.”2%

The controversy of Reuchlin led to an unquestionable victory of Judaism over Christianity,



and it was the starting point of the Reformation. According to Heinrich Graetz, “We can boldly
assert that the war for and against the Talmud aroused German consciousness, and created a
public opinion, without which the Reformation, like many other efforts, would have died in the
hour of birth, or, perhaps, would never have been born at all.”?2! Luther took the side of
Reuchlin, joining the ranks of his continued struggle by writing Sola Scriptura, the pillar of his
Reformation, and promoting the study of Hebrew. Most disciples of Reuchlin became Lutherans.
Luther was initially very friendly toward Jews, publishing in 1523 a pamphlet titled That Jesus
Christ Was Born a Jew. In it he blamed “the popes, bishops, sophists, and monks—the crude
asses’ heads” for being unable to convert the Jews: “If I had been a Jew and had seen such dolts
and blockheads govern and teach the Christian faith, I would sooner have become a hog than a
Christian.” Hoping to do better, he wrote: “The Jews are of the lineage of Christ. We are aliens
and in-laws; they are blood relatives, cousins, and brothers of our Lord. Therefore, if one is to
boast of flesh and blood, the Jews are actually nearer to Christ than we are.” But after much
disappointment, Luther had second thoughts. In On the Jews and Their Lies, written a few years
before his death, he deemed them so corrupted by deadly sins as to be almost unredeemable, and
especially resented their economic prosperity: “They are nothing but thieves and robbers who
daily eat no morsel and wear no thread of clothing which they have not stolen and pilfered from
us by means of their accursed usury.” Luther recognized, in particular, the evil influence of the
book of Esther, “which so well fits their bloodthirsty, vengeful, murderous greed and hope.”2%

Luther’s turning against the Jews was also a turning against the spirit of the Old Testament,
whose deleterious influence Luther had seen in the peasant revolt led by Thomas Muntzer, with
whom he disengaged. Speaking to members of the Allstedt alliance in April 1525, Muntzer
exhorted them to massacre: “Do not be merciful, even though Esau offers you good words
[Genesis 33:4]. Pay no heed to the lamentations of the godless. They will bid you in a friendly
manner, cry and plead like children. Do not let yourselves be merciful, as God commanded
through Moses [Deuteronomy 7:1-5].” In 1538 Luther wrote a polemic charge Against the
Sabbatarians, those Christians who insisted upon following the Old Testament command to
worship on the Sabbath, and whom Luther suspected to be infiltrated by Jews.2%

Since its appearance, the Protestant Reformation has been seen by Catholics as effecting a
return to Judaism under the influence of Jews and Marranos. Its contempt for saints and
destruction of the Marian cult, in particular, are an indirect attack against Christ. If the Jews
shunned the Reformation, this was not the case for crypto-Jews, who saw it as a way to leave the
Church and gain easier access to the Hebrew Bible. The role of the Marranos was particularly
important in the Calvinist movement, which not only brought back the God of the Old
Testament, but also condoned moneymaking and usury. During his lifetime, Calvin was already
suspected of having Marrano origin. His name, spelled Jehan Cauvin, plausibly derives from
Cauin, a French version of Coen. Calvin wrote commentaries on the entire Old Testament and
perfectly mastered Hebrew, which he learned from rabbis. He heaped praise on the Jewish
people: pure knowledge of God comes from them, as did the Messiah. His obsession with the
law, and his belief that idolatry should be eradicated by military force, have their roots in the Old
Testament, as does his obsession with purity. Calvin writes in his commentary on Psalm 119:
“Where did Our Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles draw their doctrine, if not Moses? And when
we peel off all the layers, we find that the Gospel is simply an exhibition of what Moses had
already said.” The Covenant of God with the Jewish people is irrevocable because “no promise
of God can be undone.” The new covenant is indistinguishable from the first: “The covenant
made with the ancient Fathers, in its substance and truth, is so similar to ours, that we can call



them one. The only difference is the order in which they were given.”

According to the famous thesis of Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (1905), the Calvinists were the main architects of global capitalism. Werner Sombart
opposed him, in The Jews and Modern Capitalism (1911), with the thesis that this role must be
credited to the Jews. The history of Marranism, of which neither Weber nor Sombart had
sufficient knowledge, reconciles both theses, since Calvinism is, in its origin and spirit, a form of
crypto-Judaism.

Assimilation or Dissimulation?

Crypto-Judaism as a form of resistance to exile and discrimination should logically have
disappeared with the European reforms culminating in the Emancipation of the Jews in the
second half of the eighteenth century. These reforms, which put an end to discrimination against
Jews, began shortly before the French Revolution. They supported the aspiration of the Jews of
Europe to participate in the European Enlightenment (Haskalah), following the example of
Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786). By a decree of May 30, 1806, shortly after his coronation,
Napoleon convened a meeting in Paris of representatives of the Jews of France, Italy, and
Holland, and posed them twelve questions to test the compatibility of Jewish worship with
French citizenship. In appearance, the operation was successful: the “Reform Judaism” that took
shape shortly thereafter was defined as a religion alongside Catholicism or Protestantism. This
assimilationist strategy offered an illusion to the Gentiles for about a century, but generated
strong resistance within the Jewish community: by assimilating and becoming just another
religion in a world won over to humanism, was Judaism not making itself vulnerable to the same
forces of disintegration that were undermining Christianity? And above all, did not assimilation
make inevitable the spread of mixed marriages that eventually could lead to the disappearance of
the Jewish community?

For many humanist Jews, who did not attend synagogue and abhorred the Talmud, Judaism
had little appeal as a religion. Was not the logical outcome of assimilation the conversion to the
majority religion of the host nation, whether Catholic or Protestant? Such reasoning led half of
the Jews of Berlin to convert to Christianity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century,
according to the estimate of Heinrich Graetz. Very few of these conversions obeyed strictly
religious motivations. Some seem to have had social integration as their main objective, as
exemplified by those Jews who had their children baptized while remaining themselves Jews.
Others may have been motivated by a sincere love of European culture. But in many cases these
conversions were followed by disillusionment—and a reinforcement of the racial conception of
Jewishness.

Heinrich Heine (1797-1856) is the most famous example. Converted to Lutheranism in 1825,
he conceived of baptism as the “entrance ticket to European civilization.” But he complained of
still being considered a Jew by the Germans (and so preferred living in France, where he was
regarded as German). Just a few years after his conversion, his writings exhibited a very negative
attitude toward Christianity, described as “a gloomy, sanguinary religion for criminals” that
repressed sensuality. At the end of his life he regretted his baptism, which had brought him no
benefit, and stated in his final book Romanzero: “1 make no secret of my Judaism, to which I
have not returned, because I have not left it.”2%

It is therefore not surprising that in the eyes of many non- Jewish Europeans, these Jewish
converts still appeared to be crypto-Jews; they continued to be called Taufjuden (“baptized
Jews”) in Germany. Even the new strictly religious definition of “Jews” was seen as a subtle



form of crypto-Judaism, because in practice, Jews retained a solidarity that went beyond that of
Christians and seemed to outweigh their status as citizens of their host nation. Endogamy, in
particular, remained very strong among the rich Jewish bourgeoisie, whose family bonds were
intertwined with commercial ties. Judeophobia fed on this sociological reality, and, in a vicious
circle of misunderstanding, reinforced the feeling among Jews that their efforts to assimilate
were in vain.

To all these factors must be added the awakening of nationalism on the ruins of the
Napoleonic empire. In the second half of the nineteenth century, religion tended to give way
again to ethnicity (race, the people) in the definition of Jewishness. Moritz Hess, after twenty
years of efforts to assimilate (and a marriage with a non-Jew) underwent a true conversion. He
changed his name to Moses and published Rome and Jerusalem (1862). The assimilation that he
had previously believed in now appeared to him as a way of lying to oneself, while reconnecting
with his “Jewish nationality” meant rediscovering an unalterable truth: “A thought which I
believed to be buried forever in my heart, has been revived in me anew. It is the thought of my
nationality, which is inseparably connected with the ancestral heritage and the memories of the
Holy Land, the Eternal City.” According to Hess, the efforts of the Jews to merge with a
nationality other than their own are doomed to failure. “We shall always remain strangers among
the nations,” and “the Jew in exile who denies his nationality will never earn the respect of the
nations among whom he dwells.” For “the Jews are something more than mere ‘followers of a
religion,” namely, they are a race brotherhood, a nation.”® Hess was influenced by Heinrich
Graetz’s History of the Jews (published in German in 1853), and in turn influenced the Austro-
Hungarian Theodor Herzl, whose Jewish State (1896) would become the Zionist manifesto. The
movement in favor of a land for the Jews met the movement aimed at resurrecting the Hebrew
language, led by Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, which became the second pillar of the Zionist project.

Officially, the reformed rabbis were anti-Zionists. On the occasion of their 1885 Pittsburgh
Conference, they issued the following statement: “We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but
a religion community, and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine, nor the restoration of a
sacrificial worship under the Sons of Aaron, or of any of the laws concerning the Jewish
State.”2% Yet this theoretical rejection of nationalism was largely eclipsed by a very widespread
messianic theory in Reform Judaism, whose spokesman was the famous German-American rabbi
Kaufmann Kohler. A star of the Pittsburgh Conference, Kohler argued that by renouncing the
expectation of an individual Messiah, “Reform Judaism has thus accepted the belief that Israel,
the suffering Messiah of the centuries, shall at the end of days become the triumphant Messiah of
the nations.” One can see in this neo-messianism a form of super-nationalism through which
Reform Judaism contributed, paradoxically, to the rise of the very Zionism that it claimed to
disavow.

It must be emphasized that at the beginning of the twentieth century, the majority of Jews
living in Germany for many generations remained indifferent to the Zionist call, and that
assimilation continued unabated. This is why one might think that the “Jewish question” would
have been resolved, in the long run, by the complete assimilation of the majority of Western
European Jews, had it not been for a great upheaval in this community: the emergence on the
historical stage of Ashkenazi Jews from Eastern Europe. Their immigration began in Germany
and the Netherlands after the partition of Poland in 1772, expanded throughout the nineteenth
century, and became massive in 1880. Until then, the Jews of Western Europe, of Hispanic
descent (Sephardim) for the most part, were almost unaware of the existence of millions of
Polish and Russian Jews. They found it difficult to adjust to the influx of these extremely poor



Jews of Talmudic culture, Yiddish-speaking, living in isolation, practicing backward customs,
and so numerous that within a century, they would supplant the Sephardim. These Ashkenazi
Jews from the shtetl of Eastern European Yiddishland had, for generations, been considered
foreigners in their host nation, and even as a state within the state, subject to their own laws and
representatives. It was these Ashkenazi immigrants who reversed assimilationism, stimulating a
new movement of contraction toward ethnic-racial identity. After Herzl’s death in 1905 and even
at the Zionist Congress in 1903, they took over the Zionist movement.



Chapter 6
THE IMPERIAL MATRIX

“Thus says Yahweh to his anointed one, to Cyrus whom, he
says, I have grasped by his right hand, to make the nations bow
before him and to disarm kings: [...] It is for the sake of my
servant Jacob and of Israel my chosen one, that I have called
you by your name, have given you a title though you do not
know me. [...] Though you do not know me, I have armed you.”

Isaiah 45:1-5

The Two Sides of Albion

The influence of the Marranos in England began under Henry VIII (1509-1547). It initially
coincided with that of the Venetians, who, in the 1530s, gained the upper hand over the king’s
government by heavily indebting it. The moneylenders also played a crucial role in Henry’s
matrimonial life, favoring his divorce from his first wife Catherine of Aragon, daughter of
Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile. The rupture of the king’s marriage foreshadowed
that of the Spain-England alliance he had sealed, as well as his schism with the Catholic Church.
Francesco Zorzi, a Franciscan monk from Venice, conversant in Hebrew and a collector of
rabbinical and kabbalistic works, advised Henry VIII in his request for a divorce between 1527
and 1533. Another influential advisor was Thomas Cromwell, an obscure adventurer who, after
serving rich merchants in Venice, returned to England, managed important affairs for the
Church, and was elected to Parliament in 1523, becoming “chief minister” in 1532. Having
gained the confidence of Henry VIII, he encouraged him to become the new Constantine by
founding the Anglican Church, then became his business agent for the confiscation of church
property, which he largely diverted for his own profit. Thomas Cromwell was surely a creature
of the Venetian Marranos, if he was not a Marrano himself.

Under Henry VIII, England became the stronghold of antipopeism, and its rivalry against
powerful Catholic Spain was exacerbated. With his wife Isabella of Portugal, the king of Spain
Charles I, grandson of Ferdinand and Isabella, governed a vast empire including the Netherlands,
the kingdom of Naples, and the Habsburg possessions, as well as many colonies. When he was
elected emperor of Germany in 1519 under the name of Charles V, he became the most powerful
Christian monarch of the first half of the sixteenth century. His eldest son Philip II succeeded
him (1556-1598). Raised in the fervor of the Spanish court, Philip II was the leader of the
Counter-Reformation and dreamed of reconciling Christianity around the Roman church.
Because of his marriage to the Catholic Marie Tudor (daughter of Henry VIII and his first wife
Catherine of Aragon), Philip became consort king of England when Mary ascended to the throne
in 1554. Mary strove to restore Catholicism, but after only a four-year reign, she was decapitated
and replaced by her half-sister Elizabeth. The latter opposed the Catholic Church and initiated a
hostile policy toward Spain, encouraging piracy against Spanish shipping. In 1588, Philip II
launched a disastrous war against England, which resulted in the rout of his “invincible Armada”
and augured the end of Spanish hegemony.

England sought to undermine Spain’s control over its seventeen provinces in the
Netherlands, including Belgium, Nord-Pas-de-Calais, and part of Picardy. It benefited from the
support of many crypto-Jews converted to Calvinism. According to Jewish historian and
journalist Lucien Wolf, “the Marranos in Antwerp had taken an active part in the Reformation



movement, and had given up their mask of Catholicism for a not less hollow pretense of
Calvinism. [...] The simulation of Calvinism brought them new friends, who, like them, were
enemies of Rome, Spain and the Inquisition. [...] Moreover, it was a form of Christianity which
came nearer to their own simple Judaism.”?® Deeply involved in the development of printing in
Antwerp and Amsterdam, these Calvinist Marranos actively contributed to the propaganda
against Philip II, Spain, and Catholicism. In 1566 they triggered a revolt in Antwerp that spread
to all the cities of Holland. In one year, 4,000 priests, monks, and nuns were killed, 12,000 nuns
driven out of their convents, thousands of churches desecrated and ransacked, and countless
monasteries destroyed with their libraries. Many Spanish contemporaries, like the poet Francisco
de Quevedo (1580-1645), discerned a Jewish conspiracy at the source of these revolts and the
concurrent decline of Spain.2? The revolts led to the independence of the United Provinces in
1579 (which Spain did not recognize until 1648). When Philip II temporarily took over Antwerp
in 1585, Jews, Marranos, and Calvinists transferred their economic activity to Amsterdam. Many
returned to Judaism, even bringing with them certain Calvinists of non-Jewish origin.

During the reign of Elizabeth (1558-1603), although the Jews remained officially banned in
the kingdom, many of them penetrated into the higher spheres of the state under an (often
perfunctory) Anglican or Calvinist disguise. Under the double Marrano/Puritan influence, the
Hebrew vogue spread through the aristocracy. A Judeophilic climate prevailed in the court of
Elizabeth. Jewish and Christian Hebraists were sought after, producing in 1611 the translation
known as the King James Bible.

The Kabbalah, one of the Trojan horses of Judaism in European Christianity, also gained
adherents among English nobles and intellectuals, and gave birth to a prolific literature. The
Hebraist John Dee was the most important promoter of occultism in the Elizabethan period.
When in 1558 Queen Elizabeth acceded to the throne, Dee became her close personal adviser in
science and astrology, to the point of fixing the date of her coronation. Dee may have inspired
playwright Christopher Marlowe’s main character in his tragic story of Doctor Faustus, a man
who sells his soul to the devil to satisfy his greed for knowledge.

Elizabethan theater, the flagship of the English Renaissance, reflects the hostility of the
people and part of the aristocracy against the economic and cultural influence of the Jews. One
alleged prototype for William Shakespeare’s Shylock in The Merchant of Venice was the
Calvinist Jew Rodrigo Lopez, a personal doctor of Queen Elizabeth who was hanged for
attempting to poison her. Barabbas, the main character of The Jew of Malta by Christopher
Marlowe, holds his colossal fortune as evidence of the superiority of Judaism over Christianity.
After the governor of Malta confiscates his house and gives it to nuns, Barabbas persuades his
daughter to become a nun, retrieve his money that is hidden in the house, and seize the
opportunity to poison the nuns. Barabbas sometimes allies himself with the Christians,
sometimes with the Turks, with the aim of destroying them both in the end: “Thus, loving
neither, will T live with both, making a profit of my policy; And he from whom my most
advantage comes shall be my friend. This is the life we Jews are used to lead” (V, 3).

Seth and Osiris, it seems, vied for the soul of Elizabethan England. While crypto-Jewish
puritanism spread its grip, making its way down from the top thanks to its usurious power,
British culture produced the masterpieces of Shakespeare, whose spirit is so little Protestant that
he was suspected of being a crypto-Catholic, notably for his ideas on the afterlife.2!?
Shakespeare’s most cherished gift to European culture is undoubtedly his tragedy Romeo and
Juliet, a work of youth that, despite some blunders, surpasses the novel of Tristan and Iseult as a
mythic depiction of passionate love. The love that strikes Romeo and Juliet like a thunderbolt has



the power of a mystical experience: it is a meeting of the divine in the other, which makes the
lovers’ souls blossom and reveals them to themselves. Their love shatters family and social
loyalties: “Deny thy father and refuse thy name,” Juliet asks, “And I’ll no longer be a Capulet”
(11, 2).

Death becomes the only desirable alternative to the possibility of living this love in this life,
for love contains in itself the certainty that it will triumph over death. The double suicide of the
lovers is a heroic death, a “martyrdom” of true love, a redemptive sacrifice that triumphs over the
social violence that incited it. Seeing the bodies of their children, the Capulets and Montagues
decide to end their vendetta. Like Christians before the crucified Christ, they repent of having
murdered the noblest of human creatures: man and woman united in true love. In the final scenes
of the play, they promise to raise gilded statues of their children placed side by side in the
(henceforth pacified) city of Verona.

Romeo and Juliet is the ultimate myth of exogamy, exalting the supernatural power of love
that transcends the clan and abolishes war. Though fictitious, Romeo and Juliet has attained the
status of a sacred, meta-Christian myth that reintroduces into the Western imagination a
mythology of eros transcended by the underlying figure of Christ. It suffuses English
Romanticism—which, not surprisingly, Moses Hess judges “decadent,” preferring Jewish
novels, since “the Jews alone had the good sense to subordinate sexual to maternal love.”2!

The Triumph of Puritanism

Many Marranos, after having transited through Holland, immigrated to England in the years
1630-1650, mixing in with the Calvinist refugees. At the beginning of the century there were
about a hundred Marranos among the more prosperous families of London, and by 1650 they
possessed a twelfth of all English commerce.?? These Marranos retained the Portuguese
nationality and their rallying point was the home of the Portuguese ambassador, the Marrano
Antonio De Souza. One of them was Fernandez Carvajal (1590-1659), whose commercial
activities, extending from Brazil to the Levant (Near East), and from wine to gunpowder,
brought an average 100,000 pounds per year back to England. Carvajal was the first Portuguese
to obtain the status of “denizen,” which granted practically the same rights as citizenship. In
1650, when the war between England and Portugal erupted, his ships were exempted from
seizure.

Cecil Roth explains: “The religious developments of the seventeenth century brought to its
climax an unmistakable philo-semitic tendency in certain English circles. Puritanism represented
above all a return to the Bible, and this automatically fostered a more favourable frame of mind
towards the people of the Old Testament.” And so, “Though the Jews were still jealously
excluded from England, there was no country in which the Hebraic spirit was so deeply rooted or
so universally spread.”? In other words, Puritanism was a kind of Judeo-Protestantism. Some
Puritans went so far as to consider the Levitical laws as still in force; they circumcised their
children and scrupulously respected the Sabbath. Under Charles 1 (1625-1649), writes Isaac
d’Israeli, “it seemed that religion chiefly consisted of Sabbatarian rigours; and that a British
senate had been transformed into a company of Hebrew Rabbins.”#4

At the end of the Thirty Years War in 1648, the Treaty of Westphalia put an end to the
Spanish dream of universal Catholic monarchy. The Counter-Reformation was contained, and
the independence of the Netherlands recognized. The Jews could now practice their religion in
broad daylight. At the same time, the antimonarchical revolution of the Puritans, led by Oliver
Cromwell (kin to the Thomas Cromwell mentioned above), triumphed in England after a civil



war that the Puritans, bent on re-enacting the experience of the people of Israel, viewed as a holy
war aimed at establishing a biblical type of theocracy on British soil. Cromwell enjoyed the
support of many Marranos: Fernandez Carvajal, the main financier of the revolutionary army,
put at Cromwell’s disposal his network of spies based in Holland. Antimonarchical propaganda
in England was largely dependent on the Dutch press, from whence thousands of tracts
clandestinely crossed the Channel. After signing the death warrant against King Charles I in
1649 (the act was drafted by a certain Isaac Dorislaus from Leiden), Cromwell rose to the
summit of the ephemeral Commonwealth of England to reign as Lord Protector from 1653 until
his death in 1658. He conquered Catholic Ireland in 1649 and engaged there in a quasi-genocidal
repression.

The famous Dutch rabbi Menasseh Ben Israel (born in Madeira of Portuguese Marrano
parents who returned to Judaism in Amsterdam) played a decisive role in the final stage of
Judaization in England. He took the lead in lobbying for the readmission of Jews in England, that
is, the liberation of the crypto-Jews from their pseudo-Christianity. A petition was presented to
Parliament in 1648 (the Cartwright Petition). In December 1655, Ben Israel met Cromwell and,
one year later, dedicated his book Justice for the Jews to him. In his earlier work The Hope of
Israel, published both in Latin and English, he included among his arguments in favor of the
return of the Jews to England the idea that their presence would fulfill the prophecy of
Deuteronomy 28:64: “Yahweh will scatter you throughout every people, from one end of the
earth to the other.” “I conceived,” writes Menasseh, “that by the end of the earth might be
understood this Island.” In other words, the Last Days long awaited by the Puritans would not
take place until the Jewish Diaspora reached England. Others supported this argument by
asserting that “England” means “angel-land, angel of the earth.” Menasseh also asserted that the
Last Days imply, among the prophecies to be fulfilled, the return of the Jews “into their own
land.”?2 Thus the opening of the frontiers of England to the Jews was conceived as a prelude to
their reconquest of Palestine—an idea which had also made its way in England since the
publication in 1621 of Sir Henry Finch’s The World’s Great Restauration, or Calling of the
Jews. H¢

Due to strong resistance, the banishment of the Jews was not officially lifted before 1690,
after the Second English Revolution, but from the early seventeenth century onward it was no
longer applied. When England again entered into war with Spain in 1655, and declared her
intention to seize on her territory all Spanish or Portuguese property, the Marrano merchants
declared themselves to belong to the “Hebrew nation,” and placed themselves under the
protection of Cromwell. Many Marranos openly returned to Judaism, while others preferred to
maintain nominal Christianity, which had become less binding. Jewish and crypto-Jewish
immigration (the distinction was by now insignificant) grew rapidly.?Z During the next century,
several waves of Ashkenazi immigration joined these Jews and Marranos of Sephardic origin.

During their civil war against the royalist Anglicans, the Puritans saw themselves as Israel
exiled among the Egyptians, and used the image of the Exodus as a rallying cry. For them,
Cromwell was not only Moses leading the people out of Egypt, but also Joshua exterminating the
Canaanites.2® In reality, the Puritan revolution was more like that of the Maccabees (who had
themselves rewritten the story of Moses and Joshua to their advantage). Puritan England was
exalted as a new Israel, though this did not deprive the Jews of their privileged status. It was
often asserted that the new Chosen People must help the old Chosen People return to their
original homeland as a prelude to their conversion at the Second Coming of Christ. Jews enjoyed
such prestige in seventeenth-century England that authors vied with each other to prove that the



English were the direct descendants of the Jews in general and the famous ten lost tribes of Israel
in particular. This strange theory, called British Israelism or Anglo-Israelism, originated in The
Rights of the Kingdom (1646), a plea for regicide written by John Sadler, private secretary of
Oliver Cromwell, Hebraist and friend of Menasseh Ben Israel. This line of thought remained
influential until the Victorian era. In the 1790s Richard Brothers planned to reveal their
Jewishness to Jews “hidden” among the English and to lead them, like a new Moses, to their
eternal promised land of Canaan.

Another Judeomaniacal theory was born at the time of Cromwell: a certain Antonio de
Montezinos returned from America claiming to have identified descendants of the ten lost tribes
of Israel. The theory ran rampant in England thanks to a book by Thomas Thorowgood, Jews in
America, or the Probability that the Indians are Jews (1648). Ben Israel made it his own in his
1650 book The Hope of Israel, and asked Lord Protector Cromwell for support in sending Jews
to re-Judaize the Sioux and Comanches .2

Finally, Freemasonry, born in the British Isles at the beginning of the eighteenth century, was
strongly influenced by the philo-Semitism that prevailed among the English aristocracy and
bourgeoisie. Masonic jargon, symbolism, and mythology drew heavily from the Torah, the
Talmud, and the Kabbalah. Other intellectual streams were, of course, involved in the birth of
Freemasonry: philosophical clubs indebted to the humanists of the sixteenth century such as
Erasmus, struggling to escape persecution and to promote religious peace by following the path
of a “natural religion” emancipated from dogmas and revelations. The Irish John Toland played
an important role with his posthumous Pantheisticon published in 1720. It describes the rules
and rites of a society of enlightened thinkers who meet secretly to discuss philosophy and search
for esoteric truths.22® Jewish lore was transplanted into this tradition in the Grand Lodge of
England, which adopted in 1723 Anderson’s Constitution and its kabbalistic mumbo-jumbo. In
1730, initiation rites were enriched with the legend of Hiram, a character barely mentioned in the
biblical story of the building of Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 7:13), transformed by kabbalist-
masonic imagination into the architect killed by three companions bent on stealing the secret
password—a story that suspiciously resembles the Talmudic fable of Jesus entering the Holy of
Holies to steal the sacred word. Against such evidence of Jewish influence on Freemasonry,
some have objected that, until the end of the eighteenth century, Jews were officially excluded
from the lodges. But not the Marranos. It is these crypto-Jews, who had a long experience in
secret gatherings, secret means of recognition (handshakes, code words, etc.), and initiation
ceremonies, who progressively infiltrated and Judaized Freemasonry. We know, for example, of
the influence of Portuguese kabbalist Martinez Paschalis, founder in 1754 of the Order of
Cohens, later transformed by his disciples into the Martinist Order. Father Joseph Lémann, a
converted Jew, saw in this Masonic order “the prefiguration of an actual liaison between Judaism
and secret societies.”? The influence of crypto-Jews explains in part why, according to the
encyclical of Pope Leo XIII in 1884, Freemasonry aims to “completely ruin the religious and
social discipline that was born of Christian institutions.”

From the time of Cromwell can also be traced the birth of a complex of anthropological and
sociological ideas that reached maturity in the Victorian era and then radiated throughout the
West. This trend was propelled by Thomas Hobbes, author of the famous Leviathan (1651).
Hobbes was a Puritan, but his religious ideas are so typically Jewish that many have speculated
on his Marrano origin. For example, Hobbes reduces the Christian faith to the assertion that
“Jesus is the Messiah,” and defends a political vision of a Messiah who owes everything to the
Old Testament. Like Maimonides, he sees the coming of the Messiah (in his case, the return of



Christ) as the coming of a new Moses. For Hobbes, “the Kingdom of God was first instituted by
the ministry of Moses over the Jews,” since at that time, “God alone is king”; the misfortunes of
Israel began with Samuel, the first king of the Hebrews, installed on the throne against the advice
of Yahweh.222 Whether or not Hobbes was of crypto-Jewish origin, his philosophical materialism
is compatible with Judaism and not with Christianity: “The universe is corporeal; all that is real
is material, and what is not material is not real.” Hobbes breaks with the political tradition
inherited from Aristotle (and renewed by Thomas Aquinas), according to which man is a
naturally political being. For Hobbes, man is sociable not by nature, but by necessity. Driven
mainly by the instinct of self-preservation and living permanently in the anguished fear of violent
death, “man is a wolf for man” in the state of nature, and human relations are summarized as
“war of all against all.” In order to avoid extinction, mankind invents social order, which is a
contract between individuals by which everyone transfers his natural rights to a sovereign. The
political conception of Hobbes, and its anthropological underpinning, had an immense impact on
later “contractualist” republican philosophers of the Enlightenment.

In the wake of Hobbes came Bernard Mandeville, born of Huguenot parents in Holland, and
settled in London in 1693. In 1714, he published The Fable of the Bees, or : Private Vices,
Publick Benefits, which argues that vice is the indispensable motive that produces a society of
luxury, while virtue is of no use, and even detrimental to public prosperity.

After Hobbes and Mandeville came Adam Smith, the great theorist of mercantile liberalism.
In The Wealth of Nations (1776)—a title strangely echoing Isaiah 61:6—Smith substituted the
Market for the Sovereign of Hobbes. Postulating, like Hobbes, that the human being is motivated
exclusively by his own profit, he wagered nevertheless that in a society of free competition, the
sum of individual selfishness is enough to create a just society: “Every individual [...] intends
only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote
an end which was no part of his intention.” This “invisible hand” (an expression borrowed from
Mandeville) is, in reality, that of the god Mammon reigning over a world totally subject to the
mercantile spirit. Karl Marx, born in a converted Jewish family, and of English economic
formation, well understood that the reign of money inaugurated by the liberalism of Smith
represents the ultimate and hidden triumph of Judaism. “What is the secular basis of Judaism?
Practical need, self-interest. What is the worldly religion of the Jew? Huckstering. What is his
worldly God? Money.” For Marx, money is the force of alienation par excellence: “Money is the
estranged essence of man’s work and man’s existence, and this alien essence dominates him, and
he worships it.” Therefore, the only real emancipation of the Jews would be if Jews emancipated
themselves from money. “The Jew has emancipated himself in a Jewish manner, not only
because he has acquired financial power, but also because, through him and also apart from him,
money has become a world power and the practical Jewish spirit has become the practical spirit
of the Christian nations. The Jews have emancipated themselves insofar as the Christians have
become Jews. [...] The Jew is perpetually created by civil society from its own entrails. [...] The
god of the Jews has become secularized and has become the god of the world.”?2 In other words,
Judaism had conquered Christianity from within.

Beginning in the seventeenth century, it was the Jews who made London the world’s
foremost financial center, on the model of Amsterdam. The death of Cromwell in 1657 was
followed by the restoration of Charles II, son of Charles I, who was succeeded by his brother
James II, Catholic and pro-French, later overthrown by the Glorious Revolution (1688—89) that
brought to power his son-in-law William III of Orange, with the help of the Huguenots of
Amsterdam. William of Orange, responsible to his bankers, authorized them to found the Bank



of England in 1694. He granted the Bank a monopoly on the issue of money, that is to say, on the
public debt, ordering the British Treasury to borrow 1,250,000 pounds from his bankers.

The Bank of England is in essence a cartel of private bankers, who have the exclusive
privilege of granting the government interest-bearing loans guaranteed by taxes. This institution
was the first of its kind. (Napoleon created the Bank of France on the same model in 1800). The
Bank of England laid the foundations for the financial domination of the world by the usurers of
the City of London.

The Rothschild saga began in Germany, when Mayer Amschel Bauer (1744-1812)
transformed his father’s pawn shop into a bank, adopted the name of Rothschild, and became the
manager of the fortune of William I, elector of Hesse-Cassel. Rothschild sent each of his five
sons to create or head a subsidiary of the family bank in London, Paris, Vienna, Naples, and
Frankfurt. Inter-branch marriages enabled the family to maintain control, diversify its banking
activities and increase its financial capacity by participating in the development of mining and
railroads during the nineteenth century. Nathan Mayer Rothschild (1777-1836), founder of the
English branch, profited greatly by financing the English war against Napoleon. Through
audacious manipulations during the Battle of Waterloo in June 1815, he multiplied his fortune by
twenty in a few days by buying up for pennies on the dollar the same shares whose prices he had
previously caused to collapse by falsely broadcasting indications that England had lost the battle,
at a time when, with the exception of his agents, nobody knew the outcome. Thus did Nathan
Rothschild gain control of the Bank of England.2%

The influence of Puritanism on many aspects of British society, and in particular on its
commercialism, naturally extended to the United States, which lacked any ingrained culture
capable of stemming it. In American national mythology, everything began with the first colony
founded by the Mayflower “Pilgrim Fathers” in 1620 in Massachusetts. They were Puritans who
defined themselves as the new chosen people fleeing from Egypt (Anglican England) and
settling in the Promised Land. Twenty thousand others followed them between 1629 and 1640.
They multiplied at an impressive rate, doubling in each generation for two centuries: there were
one hundred thousand in 1700, more than one million in 1800, six million in 1900, and more
than sixteen million in 1988.22 Puritanism is the matrix that, through several transformations and
mutations, produced American “evangelical” Christianity. One of its most curious emanations is
the Mormon Church, which today has more than six million followers. Mormonism was founded
in 1830 by a certain Joseph Smith, who claimed to have received from an angel an ancient book
engraved on gold plates, written by prophets of Jewish origin who lived on the American
continent between 600 BCE and 420 CE. The Book of Mormon takes up the Judeomaniacal
theory of the Jewish origin of Native Americans.

The Disraeli Enigma

A few decades after the end of the Napoleonic wars, Europe once again entered a period of
global conflict, from which it would not extricate itself for a century. In 1853 the Crimean War
broke out between Russia and the Ottoman Empire, the latter receiving the aid of France and the
United Kingdom. The war ended in 1856 with the Treaty of Paris, which aimed at limiting
Russian expansionism for the benefit of the Ottoman Empire. Twenty years later, in 1877, Tsar
Alexander II of Russia, declaring himself protector of the Christians, went to war once more
against the Ottomans, who had drowned the Serb uprising in the bloodbath of 1875, and likewise
the Bulgarian uprising the following year. With the Russians at the gates of Constantinople, the
Ottomans were forced to grant independence to many of the people they previously dominated.



By the Treaty of San Stefano, signed in 1878, the Tsar founded the autonomous principalities of
Bulgaria, Serbia, and Romania, and amputated the Ottoman Empire of territories populated by
Georgians and Armenians. The Sultan was also forced to commit to ensuring the safety of
Christian subjects who remained under his authority.

This treaty, however, displeased Britain and Austria-Hungary, both hostile to the expansion
of Russian influence. England was especially unhappy, since Alexander II undertook the
conquest of territories in Central Asia, where the English owned many colonies. In 1878,
England and Austria-Hungary convened the Congress of Berlin, which resulted in the Berlin
Treaty, canceling that of San Stefano. The independence of the Christian states of the Balkans
was replaced by a gradual and conditional emancipation. Russian conquests were relinquished
and Armenia was returned, for the most part, to the Ottoman Empire. The independent
principalities of the Balkans were fragmented into weak, rivalrous, and ethnically divided small
states, and part of Bulgaria was put back under Ottoman vassalage. This territorial redistribution
(the prototype of future “balkanizations”) elicited profound nationalist resentments that helped
spark the First World War, as well as the Armenian genocide with its 1,200,000 victims.

The Treaty of Berlin’s main objective was to save what could be saved from a weakening
Ottoman Empire in order to counter pan-Slavism and Russian influence. England, the first
maritime power, wanted to prevent Russia from getting closer to the Bosphorus. The British
obtained the right to use Cyprus as a naval base, while protecting the colonial roads and
monitoring the Suez Canal. Thus was launched the so-called “Great Game™ for colonial rule in
Asia, which, for the British Empire, entailed containing Russian expansion, and leading in
particular to the creation of Afghanistan as a buffer state. (The same policy would be promoted
by Zbigniew Brzezinski 120 years later, this time on behalf of American hegemony.)

There are several ways to interpret this historical episode that carries the seed of all the
tragedies of the twentieth century, several possible viewpoints about the forces shaping history at
this crucial time. But in the end, history is made by men, and it can be understood only if one
identifies the main protagonists. One name stands out among the instigators of this pivotal era’s
British imperial policy: Benjamin Disraeli (1804—1881), prime minister under Queen Victoria
from 1868 to 1869, and again from 1874 to 1880. Disraeli was the man who made the takeover
of the Suez Canal by England possible in 1875, through funding from his friend Lionel
Rothschild, son of Nathan (in an operation that at the same time consolidated the Rothschilds’
control over the Bank of England).

Disraeli has been called the true inventor of British imperialism, since it was he who, by
introducing the Royal Titles Act in 1876, had Queen Victoria proclaimed Empress of India by
Parliament. What is more, Disraeli was the main inspiration for the 1884—1885 Berlin Congress,
where the Europeans carved up Africa. Lastly, Disraeli can be considered one of the forerunners
of Zionism. Well before Theodor Herzl, Disracli tried to add the “restoration of Israel” to the
Berlin Congress’s agenda, hoping to convince the Sultan to concede Palestine as an autonomous
province. Zionism was for him an old dream: soon after a trip to the Middle East at the age of
twenty-six, Disraeli published his first novel, The Wondrous Tale of Alroy, and made his hero, an
influential Jew of the Middle Ages, say: “My wish is a national existence which we have not. My
wish is the Land of Promise and Jerusalem and the Temple, all we forfeited, all we have yearned
after, all for which we have fought, our beauteous country, our holy creed, our simple manners,
and our ancient customs.”

Disraeli wrote these lines even before the beginnings of biblical archeology; it was not until
1841, after a trip to Palestine, that Edward Robinson published his Biblical Researches in



Palestine. The first excavations of the Palestine Exploration Fund sponsored by Queen Victoria
began in 1867. However, wealthy British Jews had taken an interest in Palestine long before that.
Disraeli’s interest was influenced by that of his neighbor and friend of forty years, Moses
Montetfiore, like him of Sephardic origin, and like him closely related to the Rothschilds.
(Montefiore married Judith Cohen, the sister-in-law of Nathan Mayer Rothschild). After a trip to
Palestine in 1827, Montefiore devoted his immense resources to helping his coreligionists in the
Holy Land, notably by buying land and building housing.

Disraeli hailed from a family of Marranos (crypto-Jews of Portuguese origin) converted back
to Judaism in Venice. His grandfather had moved to London in 1748. Benjamin was baptized at
the age of thirteen, when his father, Isaac D’Israeli, converted to Anglican Christianity together
with all his family. Isaac D’Israeli is the author of a book called The Genius of Judaism (in
response to Chateaubriand’s The Genius of Christianity), in which he glorifies the unique
qualities of the Jewish people, but blames Talmudic rabbis for “sealing up the national mind of
their people” and “corrupting the simplicity of their antique creed.” As for many other Jews of
the time, conversion for D’Israeli was above all opportunistic: until the beginning of the
nineteenth century, administrative careers remained closed to the Jews. A law of 1740 had
authorized their naturalization, but it had provoked popular riots and was repealed in 1753. Many
influential Jews, such as City banker Sampson Gideon, then opted for nominal conversion for
their children.22

Benjamin Disraeli received baptism almost at the same time as Heinrich Heine. Like Heine,
Disraeli embodied the contradictions and drama of assimilated Jews in the late nineteenth
century, who aspired to assimilation to the point that they wanted to personify all the virtues and
values of European nations, but whose conversion to an already devitalized Christianity could
only be a source of disappointment. Such conversions were often followed by an even stronger,
more tormented attachment to their Jewishness, felt as a racial rather than a religious identity:
Disraeli defined himself as “Anglican of Jewish race.” For Hannah Arendt, Disraeli is a “race
fanatic” who, in his first novel A/roy (1833), “evolved a plan for a Jewish Empire in which Jews
would rule as a strictly separated class.” In his other novel Coningsby (1844), he “unfolded a
fantastic scheme according to which Jewish money dominates the rise and fall of courts and
empires and rules supreme in diplomacy.”

This idea “became the pivot of his political philosophy.”? The character Sidonia, who
appears in Coningsby and in his two later novels, Sybil (1845) and Tancred (1847), is a fictional
avatar of his author, or rather, according to his biographer Robert Blake, “a cross between Lionel
de Rothschild and Disraeli himself.”?# He is descended from a noble family of Aragon, whose
eminent members included an archbishop and a grand inquisitor, who nevertheless secretly
adhered to the Judaism of their ancestors. The father of Sidonia, like Nathan the father of Lionel
de Rothschild, “made a large fortune by military contracts, and supplying the commissariat of the
different armies” during the Napoleonic wars. Then, having settled in London, he “staked all he
was worth on the Waterloo loan; and the event made him one of the greatest capitalists in
Europe.”

Sidonia attended at the age of seventeen the princely courts of which he was the creditor, and
became an expert in the arcana of power. “The secret history of the world was his pastime. His
great pleasure was to contrast the hidden motive, with the public pretext, of transactions.” To his
protégé Coningsby, he confided that everywhere he traveled he saw, behind the monarchs and
heads of state, Jewish advisers, and concluded: “So you see, my dear Coningsby, the world is
governed by very different personages from what is imagined by those who are not behind the



scenes.” Disraeli himself, according to Robert Blake, “was addicted to conspiracy.”

Sidonia, like Disraeli, is passionate about his race: “The race is everything; There is no other
truth.” He refuses to marry a non-Jewess because “No earthly consideration would ever induce
him to impair that purity of race on which he prides himself.” The term “race” at the time had an
imprecise meaning that sometimes extended to what is now called ethnicity. However, Disraeli
insists in Endymion (1880), his last novel, on the idea that “language and religion do not make a
race—there is only one thing that makes a race, and that is blood.” He also writes: “No man will
treat with indifference the principle of race. It is the key of history.”

In a nonfictional work (Lord George Bentinck: A Political Biography, 1852), Disraeli wrote
that Jews “are a living and the most striking evidence of the falsity of that pernicious doctrine of
modern times, the natural equality of man. [...] the natural equality of man now in vogue, and
taking the form of cosmopolitan fraternity, is a principle which, were it possible to act on it,
would deteriorate the great races and destroy all the genius of the world. [...] The native
tendency of the Jewish race, who are justly proud of their blood, is against the doctrine of the
equality of man.”2%

Disraeli is clearly on the same wavelength as Moses Hess. His Jewish supremacism was
complicated by discrimination between Jews, since Sephardim and Ashkenazim were “two races
among the Hebrews,” the first being “the superior race” (an idea already expressed by his father
in his Genius of Judaism).2°

What was Disraeli’s motivation behind the foreign policy he imparted to the British Empire?
Did he believe the fate of the British was to conquer the world? Or, remembering how Ezra and
Nehemiah exploited Persian authority, did he see the British Empire as the instrument for the
Jewish nation’s fulfillment of its destiny—in other words, as Zionism’s mule? In mooring the
Suez Canal (dug between 1859 and 1869 by French Ferdinand de Lesseps) to British interests,
does he simply seek to outdo the French, or is he laying the foundation for the future alliance
between Israel and the Anglo-American Empire? Indeed, Disraeli could henceforth argue that a
Jewish autonomous government in Palestine would be quite capable of defending British
economic interests in the region. This would be Chaim Weizmann’s pitch to the British thirty
years later: “Jewish Palestine would be a safeguard to England, in particular in respect to the
Suez Canal.”%!

Thus, Disraeli is truly the one who, with the help of Lionel Rothschild, laid the first stone of
the new Jewish state. When in 1956 Israel invaded the Sinai to take control of the canal, she did
it by again promising Britain to return the control of the canal that had been nationalized by
Nasser. And what of Disraeli’s Russophobia, to which, some say, he converted Queen Victoria?
Is it imperial geostrategy, or the old Jewish enmity against the last Christian kingdom, where 70
percent of the world’s Jews (recently emancipated by Alexander II, but victims of recurrent
pogroms) still lived?

No one can answer these questions with certainty; perhaps Disraeli could not himself. His
contemporaries, however, pondered them. Disraeli’s open hostility to Russia and his defense of
the Turks, whose massacres of the Serbs and Bulgarians were well known, gave rise to theories
of a Jewish conspiracy. William Ewart Gladstone, a longtime opponent of Disraeli and himself
prime minister several times (1868—1874, 1880—1885, 1886, and 1892-1894), declared that
Disraeli “was holding British foreign policy hostage to his Jewish sympathies, and that he was
more interested in relieving the anguish of Jews in Russia and Turkey than in any British
interests.” The newspaper The Truth of November 22, 1877, alluding to the intimacy of Disraeli
with the Rothschilds suspected “a tacit conspiracy [...] on the part of a considerable number of



Anglo-Hebrews, to drag us into a war on behalf of the Turks.” It was remembered, moreover,
that in a speech in the Commons gallery in 1847, Disraeli had demanded the admission of Jews
to eligible functions, on the grounds that “the Jewish mind exercises a vast influence on the
affairs of Europe.” Some complained about the influence of Disraeli on Queen Victoria— an
influence he explained to a friend in these terms: “Everyone likes flattery, and when it comes to
Royalty you should lay it on with a trowel.”2

The queen, it must be said, was already, like much of the aristocracy, under the spell of a
fashionable theory assigning an Israelite origin to the Anglo-Saxons. This theory appeared under
Oliver Cromwell and was renewed in 1840 by Pastor John Wilson with his Lectures on Ancient
Israel and the Israelitish Origin of the Modern Nations of Europe. Edward Hine brought it back
in 1870 in The English Nation Identified with the Lost Israel, where he derives the word “Saxon”
from “Isaac’s sons.” This theory offered biblical justification to British colonialism, and even to
the genocide of colonized peoples (new Canaanites) by the British Empire (new Israel).2 Happy
to believe that her noble lineage descended from King David, the queen had her sons
circumcised, a custom that has continued to this day. There was some truth in the British elite’s
sense of their Jewishness, for during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, many matrimonial
unions had united rich Jewish families with the old destitute landed aristocracy, to the extent
that, according to Hilaire Belloc’s estimate, “with the opening of the twentieth century those of
the great territorial English families in which there was no Jewish blood were the exception.”%#

The Disraeli case is illuminating because the questions raised about him are the same as
those that arise today on the relationship between the United States and the Zionist network—
questions that divide even the most respected observers. Which, of the Anglo-American Empire
and international Jewry, steers the other? Is Israel the bridgehead of the United States in the
Middle East, or is the United States, as Zbigniew Brzezinski once insinuated, the “mule” of
Israel?? Is the dog wagging its tail, or the tail wagging the dog? Answering this question for the
half century preceding the First World War helps answer the same question in contemporary
times, because the symbiotic relationship between Israel and the empire grew up during that
period.

The answer depends on one’s point of view. The Zionists naturally have an interest in
promoting the view that Israel serves Anglo-American interests, rather than the reverse. Disraeli
argued in front of the British Parliament that a Jewish Palestine would be in the interest of
British colonialism. But this argument is deceptive. Jewish Zionists have always seen things
from the other end of the telescope, and one can hardly believe that Disraeli did not secretly
share their view. When the hero of his Tancred (1847), a Jew who has been promoted Lord
Beaconsfield, glorifies the British Empire in these words: “We wish to conquer the world, led by
angels, in order to bring man to happiness, under divine sovereignty,” who lies behind this
ambiguous “we”?

When a British Jew such as Disraeli says “we,” there is always a possible double sense. And
the ambiguity is always strategic, for a large part of the Anglo-Saxon industrial, political, and
cultural elite shared a common belief in the British Empire’s global mission to civilize the world.
Cecil Rhodes (1853-1902), who gave his name to two African countries, Rhodesia and Northern
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe and Zambia), was an ardent propagandist for world government by
the “British race.” According to Carroll Quigley, in 1891 Rhodes founded a secret society
devoted to this cause, which was later developed by his friend Lord Alfred Milner, and known
since 1909 as the Round Table or the Rhodes-Milner Group. Lord Salisbury, minister of foreign
affairs in the Disraeli cabinet (1878—1880), then prime minister in 1885, was a member of this



secret society, according to Quigley, as was Lord Nathan Rothschild.2¢

Many other connections could be evoked to illustrate that, from the mid-nineteenth century
onward, British imperialism and Zionism have been intimately intertwined. As historical
movements, they seem to have been born simultaneously, like the twins Esau and Jacob. But
meta-historical reflection on this question must take into account two important facts: first, the
roots of the British Empire do not go back beyond the seventeenth century, whereas those of
Zionism go back more than two millennia; and secondly, the British Empire declined after the
First World War, whereas Zionism was launched toward continuing success. For these two
reasons, the thesis that Zionism is a by-product of British imperialism seems to me
unsustainable.

The question of the relationship between Albion and Zion is also related to that of the
relationship between legal and occult power, and in particular the measure of the real power of
the Rothschild dynasty over British policy. There is little question, for example, that without the
Rothschilds, Great Britain would never have gained control of the Suez Canal, which was the
cornerstone of the empire in the Middle East, and sealed its alliance with Zionism. The
Rothschilds never sought political office, preferring the less visible but much greater financial
power; there is no question that Disraeli’s power was really the Rothschilds’. Nevertheless,
matrimonial alliances with the political elite could also be helpful: Lord Archibald Primrose,
secretary of state for foreign affairs in 1886 and from 1892 to 1894, and prime minister in 1894—
1895, was Mayer Amschel de Rothschild’s son-in-law.

Concerning the relationship between the Rothschilds and Zionism, it is interesting to learn
from Theodor Herzl’s diaries that the glorious founder of Zionism envisioned the future Jewish
state as an ““aristocratic republic” (“I am against democracy”) with, at its head, “the first Prince
Rothschild.” Quoting from his long tirade exhorting the Rothschilds to redeem their evil power
through the Zionist project: “I don’t know whether all governments already realize what an
international menace your World House constitutes. Without you no wars can be waged, and if
peace is to be concluded, people are all the more dependent on you. For the year 1895 the
military expenses of the five Great Powers have been estimated at four billion francs, and their
actual peacetime military strength at 2,800,000 men. And these military forces, which are
unparalleled in history, you command financially, regardless of the conflicting desires of the
nations. [...] And your accursed wealth is still growing. Everywhere it increases more rapidly
than the national wealth of the countries in which you reside. Therefore this increase takes place
only at the expense of the national prosperity, even though you yourselves may be the most
decent persons in the world. For that reason, the Jewish State from the outset will not tolerate
your alarming wealth, which would stifle our economic and political freedom. [...] But if you do
go with us, we shall enrich you one last time more. And we shall make you big beyond the
dreams of the modest founder of your House and even of his proudest grand-children. [...] We
shall make you big, because we shall take our first elected ruler from your House. That is the
shining beacon which we shall place atop the finished Eiffel Tower of your fortune. In history it
will seem as though that had been the object of the entire edifice.”! As Richard Wagner once
said (Judaism in Music, 1850), however, the Rothschilds preferred to remain “the Jews of the
Kings” rather than “the Kings of the Jews”.

The Gestation of Zionism

Disraeli was not the inventor of Zionism. The idea of a return of the Jews to Palestine was
already circulating before he came to power. An article in the London Times of August 17, 1840,



shortly before the Crimean War, already suggested: “The minds of Jews have been earnestly
directed towards Palestine, and that in anticipation of a reconstruction of the Jewish state many
are prepared to avail themselves of the facilities which events may afford to return to the land of
their fathers.” And: “It is for the Christian philanthropists and enlightened statesmen of Europe
to consider whether this remarkable people does not present materials which, when collected and
brought into fusion under national institutions might not be advantageously employed for the
interests of civilization in the East.”2

Nevertheless, it was Disraeli who gave the first concrete impulse to the historical movement
that was to culminate, less than a century later, in the creation of Israel. Through his policy and
his access to Rothschild money, Disraeli undoubtedly sowed the seeds of what later became the
Zionist project of colonization of Palestine by the Jews. If it was too soon to make this project an
openly avowed issue, this was primarily because the population destined to populate the new
country was not yet available. Russian Jews were no more attracted to Palestine than European
Jews; indeed, they hardly knew where it was. Emancipated since 1855 by Tsar Alexander II, who
had given them free access to the university, Russian Jews aspired only to migrate to Europe and
the United States. Pogroms, including the one in Odessa that lasted three days in 1871, did not
convince them of the necessity to establish their own state. It was only after the assassination of
Alexander II in 1881 that the increased violence against them made some sensitive to the call of
Leon Pinsker in his booklet Auto-Emancipation: An Appeal to his People by a Russian Jew
published in 1882. As a precursor of Herzl, Pinsker called for “the national regeneration of the
Jews,” “the creation of a Jewish nationality, of a people living upon its own soil, the auto-
emancipation of the Jews; their return to the ranks of the nations by the acquisition of a Jewish
homeland.”%2

It was also in 1881, the year of Disraeli’s death, that Baron Edmond de Rothschild, from the
Parisian branch, started to buy land in Palestine and funded the installation of Jewish settlers,
especially in Tel Aviv. More than twelve thousand acres of land were bought, and more than
forty colonies were founded under the aegis of his Palestine Jewish Colonization Association
(PICA). His son James later continued this philanthropic investment. Yesterday hailed as “the
Father of the Yishuv,” Edmond is honored on Israeli currency today.

Furthermore, in his efforts to influence world affairs, proto-Zionist Disraeli did not yet have
at his disposal a sufficiently tightly knit international network that would act in concert. The
international Jewish organizations such as B’nai B’rith (Hebrew for “the sons of the Alliance™)
founded in New York in 1843, or the Universal Israelite Alliance, founded in France in 1860 by
Isaac Moses Aaron (also known as Adolphe) Crémieux, felt that Israel was doing very well as a
diasporic nation. At this point they had no designs on Palestine.

It was the Austro-Hungarian Jew Theodor Herzl who is regarded as the historical founder of
Zionism, not only by his book The Jewish State (1896), but also by his indefatigable public
relations work, which helped win a large number of influential Jewish personalities to the Zionist
cause. Far more than a manifesto, his book is a program, almost a manual. Like Disraeli, Herzl
first turned to the Ottoman Empire for help: “If His Majesty the Sultan were to give us Palestine,
we could in return undertake to regulate the whole finances of Turkey. We should there form a
portion of a rampart of Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to
barbarism.”?* Herzl approached Sultan Abdul Hamid with this offer through emissaries (as
reported in his journal, June 9, 1896): “Let the Sultan give us that piece of land, and in return we
shall set his house in order, straighten out his finances, and influence public opinion all over the
world in his favor.” In other words, he promised to devote to the service of Ottoman Turkey the



two Jewish weapons par excellence: the bank and the press. The Sultan categorically and
repeatedly rejected all offers, saying, as reported in Herzl’s journal, June 19: “I cannot sell even a
foot of land, for it does not belong to me, but to my people. [...] Let the Jews save their billions.
[...] When my Empire is partitioned, they may get Palestine for nothing. But only our corpse will
be divided. I will not agree to vivisection.” As he had already done at the Berlin Congress, the
Sultan opposed any Jewish mass immigration to Palestine. Four years later, after many more
attempts, Herzl concluded (June 4, 1900): “At present I can see only one more plan: See to it that
Turkey’s difficulties increase; wage a personal campaign against the Sultan, possibly seek
contact with the exiled princes and the Young Turks; and, at the same time, by intensifying
Jewish Socialist activities stir up the desire among the European governments to exert pressure
on Turkey to take in the Jews.”?! Yet Herzl still managed to obtain a personal audience with the
Sultan in May 1901.

Although nothing emerged from this interview, Herzl used the diplomatic coup as a stepping
stone for his negotiations in Europe. Pulling out all the stops, he went to St. Petersburg in 1903
(soon after the first pogrom of Kishinev) and was received by the finance and interior ministers,
to whom he hawked Zionism as a solution to the problem of revolutionary subversion.
Undoubtedly armed with the same argument, Herzl met Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1898, presenting
Zionism as a means of diverting the Jews from communism. However, Herzl already understood
that “The center of gravity has shifted to England,” as he noted during a trip to England in
November 1895.22 In the second sentence quoted above from The Jewish State, Herzl implicitly
referred to Russia’s containment policy when he presented his future Jewish state in Palestine as
“an element of the wall against Asia.” It was a call directed at England. Like Disraeli, Herzl sold
his project to the British as an integral part of their colonial-imperial policy. That is why in 1903,
having established close contact with Joseph Chamberlain, secretary of state for the colonies,
Herzl received from the British government an offer to facilitate a large Jewish settlement, with
autonomous government, in present-day Uganda. The offer was presented to the sixth Zionist
Congress in Basel in 1903, and rejected at the seventh congress in 1906. (Herzl died between the
two).

A quarter century after Disraeli had saved the Ottoman Empire, the Sultan’s opposition
stymied all hope of acquiring Palestine; it was thus necessary that the Ottoman Empire disappear
and the cards be redistributed. Herzl understood that “the division of Turkey means a world
war.”? His partner Max Nordau, a speaker with incomparable prophetic talent, made before the
1903 Zionist Congress a famous prophecy of the upcoming war whence “a free and Jewish
Palestine” would emerge. (In the 1911 congress, he would make another prophecy: that the
European governments were preparing the “complete annihilation for six million [Jewish]
people.”#)

Writing in 1938, Jewish historian Benzion Netanyahu (father of the later prime minister)
summarized the feverish anticipation of this great cataclysm in the Zionist community. As is
always the case in Jewish historiography, all eyes were fixed on the fate of the chosen people
with complete indifference to the collateral victims: “The great moment came, as he prophesied,
bound together with the storm of a world war, and bearing in its wings an exterminating attack
on world Jewry, which began with the massacre of the Jews of Ukraine (during the Russian Civil
War) and continues to spread to the present day. Herzl’s political activity resulted in the fact that
the Jews, whom he had united in a political organization, were recognized as a political entity,
and that their aspirations [...] became part of the international political system. Indeed, due to the
war, those aspirations had become so important that the major powers turned to the Zionists.”*2



Shortly before the outbreak of the World War, in 1908, the sultanate itself would be
destroyed from within by the secular revolution of the Young Turks, a movement described by
T. E. Lawrence as “50% crypto-Jewish and 95% freemasonic,” and, according to Rabbi Joachim
Prinz, led by “ardent ‘doennmehs’,” that is, crypto-Jews who, though nominally Muslims, “had
as their real prophet Shabtai Zvi, the Messiah of Smyrna” (The Secret Jews, 1973).2¢ After
having attracted Armenians to their revolution with the promise of political autonomy, the
Young Turks, once in power, suppressed their nationalist aspirations by the extermination in
1915-16 of 1,200,000 of this ancient and vibrant people whom rabbinic tradition assimilated to
the Amalekites of the Bible.2Z

There is no consensus on the main causes of the Great War, which killed eight million
soldiers and left twenty million disabled, while killing and wounding even larger numbers of
civilians. The decision of Kaiser Wilhelm II to build a military fleet capable of defying British
naval supremacy is often cited as the major factor. However, as historian Patrick Buchanan has
clearly shown, this decision was merely the result of a deterioration in the relationship between
England and Germany, a diplomatic breakdown for which England was primarily responsible.
The German Kaiser, the grandson of Queen Victoria and therefore the nephew of King Edward
VII, was deeply attached to this relationship, and his foreign policy was animated by a vision that
he summed up at the funeral of his grandmother in 1901: “I believe that the two Teutonic nations
will, bit by bit, learn to know each other better, and that they will stand together to help in
keeping the peace of the world. We ought to form an Anglo-Germanic alliance, you to keep the
seas, while we would be responsible for the land; with such an alliance not a mouse could stir in
Europe without our permission.”

The Kaiser was particularly anxious not to impinge on England’s colonial ambitions. But he
was repeatedly humiliated by his uncle and the British government, who never understood the
interest of a strong and friendly Germany. From this point of view, the deep causes of the First
World War were intimately linked with the cultural and political developments in England that
we have just described: Puritan Judeomania on the one hand, and imperial hubris on the other.
The first undoubtedly caused the British elite to lose any sense of ethnic and civilizational
solidarity with the Germanic nation, while the latter made it blind to the interest of maintaining a
balance with Germany.

Since history is written by the victors, the vanquished are always wrong, and blamed for
starting the war. However, a growing number of revisionist historians believe that Great Britain
carried the heaviest responsibility for triggering this mechanized butchery.?8 The British press
played its part with anti-German propaganda, no newspaper more so than the 7imes, the most
influential press organ with the ruling class, which made its owner Lord Northcliffe, according to
some, the most powerful man of his time. Under pressure from him, a Ministry of Ammunition
was created in 1915 and entrusted to David Lloyd George, the same Lloyd George who became
prime minister in 1917 and named Northcliffe director of propaganda. Lloyd George and
Northcliffe were both members of the Rhodes-Milner Group vaunting the grandiose vision of
British “race” and empire. Lord Balfour was also the nephew of Lord Salisbury, from whom he
inherited the post of prime minister in 1902.22 In the United States, the same anti-German
propaganda was relayed by The New York Times, as this article by Rudyard Kipling, published
on May 14, 1916, illustrates: “One thing that we must get into our thick heads is that wherever
the German—man or woman—gets a suitable culture to thrive in he or she means death and loss
to civilized people, precisely as germs of any disease suffered to multiply mean death or loss to
mankind. [. . .] As far as we are concerned the German is typhoid or plague—~Pestis Teutonicus,



if you like.”2¢
The Balfour-Rothschild Declaration

The Zionists were divided, according to their country of residence, on which side to support
during the war. The most active current was led by Chaim Weizmann, Jew of Belarusian origin
who became a British citizen in 1910, and who envisioned a British victory. Weizmann was
elected president of the Zionist Federation of Great Britain in 1917, then president of the World
Zionist Organization (founded by Herzl) in 1920, ending his career as Israel’s first president
from 1948 until his death in 1952. During the war Weizmann was a chemist known for his
contribution to the war effort, and simultaneously the most influential Zionist lobbyist, with
direct access to Prime Minister David Lloyd George (1916 to 1922) and his foreign minister
Arthur Balfour, who had already received him in 1906.

On the same side were the Jews of the new Yishuv (the community of Jewish settlers since
1882), who organized resistance against the Ottoman Empire. In 1917, Zeev (Vladimir)
Jabotinsky, a Jew from Odessa, succeeded in convincing the British to form three Jewish
battalions to fight the Turks in the Jordan Valley. This “Jewish Legion” was officially dissolved
in 1919, but in reality was recycled in the underground Haganah (7zva Haganah le-Yisra’el, or
“Defense Forces of Israel”), which in 1948 formed the embryo of the regular Israeli army.

In October 1916, England was on the brink of defeat. The submarines invented by the
Germans had given them a decisive advantage, wreaking considerable havoc on the supplies of
the Allies. Germany proposed a just peace, based on a return to pre-war conditions without
compensation or redress. It was then that anti-Zionist Prime Minister Herbert Asquith was
dismissed from power following a press campaign and replaced by David Lloyd George, who
appointed Arthur Balfour as foreign minister. Lloyd George and Balfour were Christians
influenced by dispensationalism in favor of Zionism.

Arthur Balfour signed a letter dated November 2, 1917, addressed to Lord Lionel Walter
Rothschild, president of the Zionist Federation (and grandson of Baron Lionel de Rothschild,
financier of the Suez Canal under the influence of Disraeli) stating that his government would
“view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and
will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object.” The letter went on to
say that it is “clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and
religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status
enjoyed by Jews in any other country.” Note that the “political rights” of Palestinian Arabs (who
comprised 92 percent of the population) were not taken into consideration, unlike those of Jews
all over the world. Six weeks after the Balfour Declaration, the newspapers reported the
triumphal entry of General Edmund Allenby into Jerusalem; the credit for the conquest was
almost wholly due to the assistance of the Arabs, over a hundred thousand strong, to whom the
promise of autonomy had been made by England in 1915.

It is now known that this “Balfour Declaration,” the first official decree offered to Zionism,
was the result of long negotiations. The first version proposed that “Palestine should be
reconstituted as the National Home of the Jewish people.” The final version was deliberately
ambiguous, which allowed Lloyd George to claim in 1938 that “National Home” simply meant
“some form of British, American or other protectorate to give Jews a real center of national
culture.” According to a report of the Palestine Royal Commission of 1937, Lloyd George
explained the deal in those terms: “Zionist leaders gave us a definite promise that, if the Allies
committed themselves to giving facilities for the establishment of a national home for the Jews in



Palestine, they would do their best to rally Jewish sentiment and support throughout the world to
the Allied cause. They kept their word.”?! Churchill himself declared during the House of
Commons debate on the Palestine Mandate, on July 4, 1922: “Pledges and promises were made
during the War, and they were made not only on the merits, though I think the merits are
considerable. They were made because it was considered they would be of value to us in our
struggle to win the War. It was considered that the support which the Jews could give us all over
the world, and particularly in the United States, and also in Russia, would be a definite palpable
advantage.” When on March 12, 1937, Churchill was called before the Palestine Royal
Commission, he repeated the argument: “I insist upon loyalty and upon the good faith of England
to the Jews, to which I attach the most enormous importance, because we gained great
advantages in the War. We did not adopt Zionism entirely out of altruistic love of starting a
Zionist colony: It was a matter of great importance to this country. It was a potent factor on
public opinion in America and we are bound by honour...”%?

The United States had proclaimed its neutrality in August 1914, the day of Great Britain’s
declaration of war against Germany. President Woodrow Wilson was re-elected in 1916 on the
slogan “He saved us from the war” and the promise to continue in that direction. On April 2,
1917, he declared to Congress that the United States was in a state of war and announced that the
objective of the war was “to establish a new international order.” Why did Wilson reverse course
and renege on his promises? At the approach of the war, a little more than thirty years after
Disraeli’s death, an extremely efficient Zionist network had been set up across the two sides of
the Atlantic. Nahum Sokolow, a stakeholder in these deep politics, testifies to this in his History
of Zionism: “Between London, New York, and Washington there was constant communication,
either by telegraph, or by personal visit, and as a result there was perfect unity among the
Zionists of both hemispheres.”

Among the architects of the secret diplomacy leading to the Balfour Declaration, Nahum
Sokolow praises very specifically “the beneficent personal influence of the Honorable Louis D.
Brandeis, Judge of the Supreme Court.”?? Louis Brandeis (1856-1941), descended from a
Frankist family (adepts of kabbalist Jacob Frank), had been appointed to the highest level of the
judiciary in 1916 by President Wilson, at the demand of Wall Street lawyer Samuel Untermeyer
who, as rumor has it, blackmailed Wilson with letters to his mistress Mrs. Mary Allen Peck.%*
Untermeyer would become president of the Keren Hayesod (Hebrew for “The Foundation
Fund”), a fundraising organization established at the London World Zionist Conference in 1920,
to provide resources for the Zionist movement. Brandeis was, with Untermeyer, one of the most
powerful Zionist schemers, exercising an unparalleled influence on the White House. Brandeis
established a formidable tandem with his protégé Felix Frankfurter, who would be his successor
in exerting influence on Roosevelt. “Working together over a period of 25 years, they placed a
network of disciples in positions of influence, and labored diligently for the enactment of their
desired programs,” writes Bruce Allen Murphy in The Brandeis/Frankfurter Connection.*?

Brandeis and Frankfurter belonged to a secret society dedicated to the Zionist cause and
named the Parushim (Hebrew for “Pharisees” or “Separated”). Sarah Schmidt, professor of
Jewish history at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, described the society as “a secret
underground guerilla force determined to influence the course of events in a quiet, anonymous
way.” At the initiation ceremony, each new member received for instructions: “Until our purpose
shall be accomplished, you will be fellow of a brotherhood whose bond you will regard as
greater than any other in your life—dearer than that of family, of school, of nation. By entering
this brotherhood, you become a self-dedicated soldier in the army of Zion.” The insider



responded by vowing: “Before this council, in the name of all that I hold dear and holy, I hereby
vow myself, my life, my fortune, and my honor to the restoration of the Jewish nation. [...] I
pledge myself utterly to guard and to obey and to keep secret the laws and the labor of the
fellowship, its existence and its aims. Amen.”2¢

The influence of Judge Brandeis on Wilson was only one element of a complex system of
influence. One of its transmission belts was the closest advisor to the President, Edward Mandell
House, known as Colonel House even though he never served in the army. According to his
biographer, House said of Brandeis: “His mind and mine agree on most of the questions.”
Wilson declared: “Mr. House is my second personality. He is my self. His thoughts and mine are
one.” Colonel House’s second name was taken from a Jewish merchant from Houston, one of the
most intimate friends of his father, who was of Dutch descent and changed his name from Huis
to House upon emigrating to the United States. His brother-in-law, Dr. Sidney Mezes, was
Jewish. House perhaps belonged to those descendants of the Marranos who maintained a secret
attachment to Judaism.

Be that as it may, House’s role in favor of the hidden powers was decisive on more than one
occasion, including the ratification of the Federal Reserve Act (discreetly passed by Congress on
December 23, 1913), which placed the American currency under the control of a bankers’ cartel:
“The Schiff, Warburg, Kahn, Rockefeller and Morgan families placed their trust in House. When
the Federal Reserve legislation finally took definitive form, House was the intermediary between
the White House and the financiers.” House published an anonymous novel in 1912 entitled
Philip Dru: Administrator, whose hero Selwyn is the avatar of the author (he resides at Mandell
House). He is assisted by a “high priest of finance” named John Thor, whose “influence in all
commercial America was absolute.” Thor reads backwards Roth (which makes one think of the
Rothschilds), but the banker who in reality weighed most on the presidency of Wilson, in concert
with House, was Bernard Baruch, who was appointed in 1916 to the head of the Advisory
Commission of the Council of National Defense, then chairman of the War Industries Board, and
was the key man in the American mobilization for war. He did not exaggerate when he declared
before a select congressional committee, “I probably had more power than perhaps any other
man did in the war.”%Z

It is easy to imagine how President Wilson, an idealistic and naive scholar, was manipulated
to drag America into war. But the hidden counselors’ grip on the president is only one aspect of
the power that Zionism began to acquire over American foreign and military policy. Another
important aspect is the manipulation of public opinion. It should be emphasized that while the
overwhelming majority of Americans were opposed to entry into the war until 1917, American
Jews who had been integrated for several generations were no exception. Among them, Zionism
had only very limited and discreet support. They believed that Israel was doing very well in the
form of a nation scattered throughout the world; they feared that the creation of a Jewish state
would attract a suspicion of “double loyalty” to their community; and they had no desire to
emigrate to Palestine. Reform Judaism, the most visible current in the United States, had not
officially denied its status as a religion or affirmed any nationalist aspiration. Chaim Weizmann
explains in his autobiography that in order to obtain financial contributions from certain wealthy
Jews, it was necessary to deceive them by evoking a “Jewish cultural home” (a university) in
Palestine rather than a state: “To them the university-to-be in Jerusalem was philanthropy, which
did not compromise them; to us it was nationalist renaissance. They would give—with
disclaimers; we would accept—with reservations.”>* Moreover, the majority of American Jews
from the old German and Dutch immigrants were rather favorable to Germany in the European



conflict.

The entry of the United States into the war was the result of a series of coordinated actions
behind the scenes by a highly structured and powerful transatlantic network, including a core of
bankers (some linked to the Rothschilds) and some influential newspaper directors, with those of
The New York Times and The Washington Post playing major roles. One key player was Walter
Lippmann, one of the most influential American journalists until after the Second World War.
Lippmann was one of the craftsmen of the Committee on Public Information, the government
agency charged in April 1917 with responsibility for war propaganda. Another leading thinker of
the committee was Edward Bernays, Freud’s nephew (both by his father and mother), considered
the first propaganda theorist with his book Propaganda (1928), which begins as follows: “The
conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an
important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of
society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country. [...]
Propaganda is the executive arm of the invisible government.”

Militant Zionism was widespread among the recent Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe:
between 1881 and 1920, nearly three million of them entered the United States legally (one
million between 1897 and 1915). Established mainly in the large cities of the East, mostly poor
but resourceful, they formed, from the beginning of the First World War, the majority of
American Jews. Their influence on American society was still weak but would grow rapidly,
thanks to their strong investment in the press and later in the cinema. At the beginning of the
century, they had a hundred publications in English, Yiddish, and other languages. The Zionists
could count on a large part of this press to mobilize the Jewish population in favor of war.

The Treaty of Versailles

After the defeat of Germany, the great powers met in Paris for the peace conference that began in
January 1919 and closed in August 1920. The Treaty of Versailles, under the headline of
“Minority Treaties,” placed Palestine under the provisional authority of the British, whose
“mandate” included the terms of the Balfour Declaration, namely the creation of a “Jewish
national home.” Making clear to the world that this was only the first stone of a much more
ambitious edifice, Chaim Weizmann declared before the conference: “The Bible is our mandate.”

Emile Joseph Dillon, author of The Inside Story of the Peace Conference (1920) wrote: “Of
all the collectivities whose interests were furthered at the Conference, the Jews had perhaps the
most resourceful and certainly the most influential exponents. There were Jews from Palestine,
from Poland, Russia, the Ukraine, Rumania, Greece, Britain, Holland, and Belgium; but the
largest and most brilliant contingent was sent by the United States.”? Among the many Jewish
advisers representing the United States was Bernard Baruch, a member of the Supreme
Economic Council. Another was Lucien Wolf, of whom Israel Zangwill wrote: “The Minority
Treaties were the touchstone of the League of Nations, that essentially Jewish aspiration. And the
man behind the Minority Treaties was Lucien Wolf.”2%

The British government appointed Herbert Samuel, a Jew, as high commissioner for
Palestine. The British mandate over Palestine was rightly perceived as a betrayal by the Arabs,
who had revolted against the Turks in 1916 at the instigation of the British, weighing decisively
on the outcome of the war. After holding a General National Syrian Congress in Damascus on
July 2, 1919, they voted in favor of a United Syria with a constitutional monarchy that would
include the territories currently occupied by Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. But when the
decisions of the conference concerning the partition of the lands of the Ottoman Empire were



made public, Syria was divided into three spheres of influence, while the future of Palestine
remained suspended, vulnerable to Zionist ambitions. In his classic book The Seven Pillars of
Wisdom, T. E. Lawrence, the famous British officer who had organized the Arab forces,
acknowledged that the Arabs were betrayed, having revolted against the Turks based “on false
hopes.” “If I had been an honorable adviser, | would have sent my men [Arabs] home and not let
them risk their lives for such stuff.”2%!

President Wilson had been persuaded to lead his country into war by the prospect of
establishing, atop the heaps of corpses, a new world order of lasting peace based on the general
disarmament of nations. His dream was enshrined in the Covenant of the League of Nations,
signed June 28, 1919, and placed in the preamble of the Treaty of Versailles. The charter
emphasized the need for general disarmament and provided for its implementation by a
Disarmament Council in article 8: “The members of the Society recognize that the maintenance
of peace requires the reduction of national armaments to the minimum compatible with national
security and with the implementation of international obligations imposed by a joint action. The
Council, taking into account the geographical situation and the special conditions of each State,
shall prepare the plans for such reduction, in the light of the examination and decision of the
various governments.” It was in this international perspective that “in order to make possible the
preparation of a general limitation of armaments of all nations,” the Treaty of Versailles forbade
Germany to rearm. The American Senate refused to ratify the US accession to the very League of
Nations that had been Wilson’s fondest wish, and no country chose to set an example by
reducing its armaments.

Another problem, highlighted by Niall Ferguson in The Pity of War, is that “the League of
Nations was not simply to guarantee the territorial integrity of its member states but could
accommodate future territorial adjustments ‘pursuant to the principle of self-determination.”” But
the Treaty of Versailles had excluded from the Reich about twenty million Germans, who now
found themselves Polish—not counting the Germans in Alsace-Lorraine and the Soviet Union.2%
When, taking note of this double hypocrisy, Hitler withdrew from the Conference of
Disarmament and the League of Nations in October 1933 and committed to the remilitarization
of Germany, his action was approved by ninety-five percent of Germans in a plebiscite.

In 1914, Germany had the most flourishing culture in Europe and the most competitive
industry in the world, qualitatively and quantitatively. The Treaty of Versailles imposed on it an
astronomical debt of 132 billion gold marks, the catastrophic consequences of which were
foreseeable. Renowned economist John Maynard Keynes warned against such an attempt at
“reducing Germany to servitude for a generation”: “If we aim deliberately at the impoverishment
of Central Europe, vengeance, I dare predict, will not limp. Nothing can then delay for very long
that final civil war between the forces of Reaction and the despairing convulsions of Revolution,
before which the horrors of the late German war will fade into nothing, and which will destroy,
whoever is victor, the civilization and the progress of our generation.”%%

In the First World War, when the Ottoman Empire was the enemy of the British, Russia was
allied with the United Kingdom and France through a complex set of alliances (the Triple
Entente). But the Tsar had to face major revolutionary movements. In February 1917, he was
forced to abdicate before the provisional government of Aleksandr Kerensky. Kerensky yielded
to British intimidation and decided to keep Russia in the war, an unpopular decision that
seriously weakened him. That is when, on April 16, 1917, to get Russia out of the war, the
Germans sent back home thirty-two exiled Bolsheviks including Lenin, soon joined by two
hundred Mensheviks, and financed their propaganda organ, Pravda, in exchange for their



promise to withdraw from the war if they seized power. A year later, they signed with Leon
Trotsky (Bronstein by his real name) the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which ended the Eastern Front.
Thus, while the English were bringing America into war by supporting a Jewish movement
(Zionism), the Germans managed to get Russia out of the war by supporting another Jewish
movement (Bolshevism). Robert Wilton, the Times correspondent in Russia until 1920, writes in
The Last Days of the Romanovs: “The Germans knew what they were doing when they sent
Lenin’s pack of Jews into Russia. They chose them as agents of destruction. Why? Because the
Jews were not Russians and to them the destruction of Russia was all in the way of business,
revolutionary or financial. The whole record of Bolshevism in Russia is indelibly impressed with
the stamp of alien invasion.” The Bolshevik regime was predominantly Jewish from its
inception. The Central Committee, which exercised supreme power, consisted of nine Jews and
three Russians (Lenin was counted among the Russians, although his maternal grandfather, born
Srul [Israel], was Jewish). Among the names of 556 high officials of the Bolshevik state
officially published in 1918-1919, 458 were identifiable as Jews, according to Robert Wilton.2*



Chapter 7
THE BIRTH PANGS OF ZION

“The country which you are about to possess is a polluted
country, polluted by the people of the country and their
disgusting practices, which have filled it with their filth from
end to end. Hence you are not to give your daughters in
marriage to their sons, or let their daughters marry your sons, or
ever concern yourselves about peace or good relations with
them, if you want to grow stronger, to live off the fat of the land
and bequeath it to your sons forever.”

Ezra 9:11-12

Marxism and Zionism

By defining itself as a religion and officially renouncing any national or ethnic claim, Reform
Judaism of the nineteenth century made itself vulnerable to the general decline of religious piety
that also affected Christianity. Many emancipated Jews rejected not only the ethnic-national
conception of Judaism, but also its religious conception. Some converted to Christianity, less to
change their religion than to break with their inheritance and better assimilate. This was the case
with Heinrich Heine in 1825. It was also the case a year earlier with Herschel Levi, who baptized
his whole family and changed his name to Heinrich Marx. His son Karl was then six years old.
Twenty years later, Karl Marx displayed a virulent hostility to Judaism, which he saw as the
source of the capitalist spirit.

However, in a notable and widely-noted paradox, the humanism of Marx remains imprinted
with the very Judaism he execrated. Marx’s vision of world revolution painfully giving birth to
the new world seems haunted by Hebrew messianism. In his Manifesto of the Communist Party
cosigned by Friedrich Engels in 1848, the Communists “openly proclaim that their goals cannot
be reached except through the violent overthrow of the entire social order of the past.” The
proletariat, composed at that time of disinherited and uprooted peasants, became a new “chosen
people” guiding humanity toward happiness. According to the Jewish journalist Bernard Lazare,
the Jewish traditional denial of the spiritual world is the source of Marx’s philosophical
materialism, in the name of which he ousted Gospel-friendly brands of socialism: “Having no
hope of future compensation, the Jew could not resign himself to the misfortunes of life. [. . .] To
the scourges that struck him, he replied neither by the fatalism of the Muslim, nor by the
resignation of the Christian: he answered by revolt.”2

It should be pointed out, however, that revolutions are not a Jewish specialty—the Jews have
been more often the victims than the instigators of revolutions. According to the more detailed
analysis of Hilaire Belloc, leader of the English “distributist” current, Marxism proves its
filiation with Judaism by its determination to destroy three things valued by Europeans and
traditionally despised by Jews: (non-Jewish) patriotism, (Christian) religion, and (landed)
property.2%¢ The first point is symptomatic of the failure of Jewish assimilation, since the aim of
assimilation was to make Jews national citizens and not “citizens of the world,” that is, stateless
internationalists. Marx’s internationalism is blind to the patriotic feeling of the working classes,
and reproduces Jewish hostility to nations and nationalisms of all kinds.

It is not the revolutionary spirit of the nineteenth century that is Jewish, but the Marxist
ideology that gradually took control of it by merciless elimination of its competitors, derided as
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“nationalist,” “utopian,” “or “petit-bourgeois”—as Marx called Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, while
shamelessly plagiarizing his work. Mikhail Bakunin, another member of the First International
ousted by Marx, attributed Marx’s attachment to the state to his Jewishness, pointing out that the
state is always the protector and best customer of the bankers: “What can Communism and the
High Bank have in common? Ah! It is that Marx’s communism wants the powerful centralization
of the State, and where there is a centralization of the State, there must necessarily be today a
Central Bank of the State, and where such a Central Bank exists, the parasite nation of the Jews,
speculating on the work of the people, will always find a way to exist.”2%

Marxism, at bottom, is still a Jewish response to Judaism. It is a crypto-Judaism that doesn’t
know itself. And it is precisely because he had not left the mental matrix of Judaism that Marx
was incapable of recognizing its real nature: “Let us not look for the secret of the Jew in his
religion, but let us look for the secret of his religion in the real Jew.”%® This thesis, taken up by
the Marxist Abraham Léon who sees the Jews as a social class (un peuple-classe),® is a decoy
insofar as it underestimates, as belonging to the “superstructure” of Jewish society, what is rather
its deep ideological foundation: the Jews are, foremost, an idea (un peuple-idée).

The journalist Moritz Hess had long shared the vision of his friend Karl Marx. He even
published calumnies against Bakunin after the General Congress of the International in Basel
(September 5-12 1869), accusing him of being an agent provocateur of the Russian government
and of working “in the interest of pan-Slavism.”?? Yet seven years earlier he signed his book
Rome and Jerusalem under the name of Moses Hess. Hess is a precursor of Zionism, convinced
that “the race war was more important than class struggle” in history. Marx and Hess have
something in common: they both broke with religion. But while in Marx this was a divorce from
Judaism (symbolized by his baptism), in Hess it was, on the contrary, a return to Judaism seen as
an ethnic identity and no longer as a religion. Marxism is, in some way, an extreme extension of
assimilation (a fusion of Judaism into humanism), while Zionism is an extreme reaction against
assimilation (the return of Judaism to nationalism).

Hess’s book Rome and Jerusalem (1862) had little immediate echo. Only after the outbreak
of the Dreyfus affair in 1894 could a substantial portion of the European Jewish community be
convinced of the failure of assimilation and the incurability of anti-Semitism—despite the fact
that the mobilization of the Dreyfusards in 1899 and the final rehabilitation of Dreyfus in 1906
could logically lead to the opposite conclusion. The Dreyfus affair was what launched Zionism,
by converting Theodor Herzl and Max Nordau, cofounders of the World Zionist Organization.
Herzl writes in his Journal: “Anti-Semitism is a propelling force which, like the wave of the
future, will bring Jews into the promised land. [...] Anti-Semitism has grown and continues to
grow—and so do .7

The term “anti-Semitism” was introduced by Wilhelm Marr, founder of the League of Anti-
Semites (Antisemitische-Liga) in 1879 and journalist with the newspaper Antisemitische Hefte. It
is based on an abuse of the word “Semite” forged by linguists for the purpose of language
classification, just like its “Aryan” counterpart. Anti-Semitism designates a modern form of
Judeophobia based on an ethnic conception of Jewishness, rather than the religious conception of
traditional Christianity. It is therefore a mirror image of Jewish nationalism that, precisely at this
moment, got rid of the religious definition of Jewishness to adopt an ethnic definition.

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the majority of Jews living in Germany for several
generations remained as indifferent to the Zionist appeal as to the revolutionary appeal,
cherishing above all their social success. It was among the Ashkenazi Jews who lived in Russian
territory or had emigrated to Germany and Austria-Hungary that these movements would



become tidal waves. These eastern European Jews formed the revolutionary vanguard that in
March 1848 arose in the German Confederation and other regions under the domination of the
Austrian Empire and the Kingdom of Prussia. It was among them also that in 1882, the appeal of
the doctor Leon Pinsker of Odessa for the Jews’ “return to the ranks of the nations by the
acquisition of a Jewish homeland” was taken up. At the seventh World Zionist Congress (1905),
young Jews from Poland and Russia took the lead. Among them were Chaim Weizmann and
Nahum Sokolow, who later in London became key figures behind the Balfour Declaration. In
1922, as president of the Zionist Executive Committee, Sokolow made a strikingly prophetic
declaration: “Jerusalem some day will become the capital of the world’s peace.”2 As for
Weizmann, he remained until 1948 one of the most energetic promoters of Zionism in England
and the United States, and ended his life as the first president of the State of Israel.

At the end of the nineteenth century, conversion to communism or Zionism among the newly
emancipated Ashkenazi Jews was associated with the rejection of the Talmud. But the split led to
two divergent options and two visions of history. Chaim Weizmann recounts in his
autobiography (7rial and Error, 1949) that Jews in Russia in the early twentieth century were
divided, sometimes within single families, between revolutionary communists and revolutionary
Zionists. These divisions, however, were relative and changeable; not only were the pioneers of
Zionism often Marxist, but many communist Jews became ardent Zionists throughout the
twentieth century. The borderline was all the more vague as the powerful General Jewish Labour
Bund in Lithuania, Poland and Russia, better known as the Bund, inscribed in its revolutionary
agenda the right of the Jews to found a secular Yiddish-speaking nation. Moreover, some
financiers in Europe and America supported the two movements jointly, to make them the two
jaws of the same pincers that would clutch Europe: Jacob Schiff, one of the richest American
bankers of the time, financed Herzl and Lenin simultaneously.

Russia and the Jews

Before analyzing the impact of Zionism and communism in Europe during what Yuri Slezkine
calls “the Jewish century,”?2 we need to look back at the history of the Jews of Eastern Europe.
From the sixteenth to twentieth centuries, the Jewish community in Poland was the largest in the
world. Its origin remains difficult to explain, but immigration from the Rhine countries at the end
of the Middle Ages is the most plausible hypothesis. In the seventeenth century, Poland was
governed by an oligarchy that concentrated all the wealth in its hands, and relied on the Jews for
the exploitation of the peasants. Totally unassimilated, speaking Yiddish and hardly any Polish,
the Jews lived under the control of their own administrative and judicial system, the kahal, which
maintained the cohesion of the community by prohibiting competition among its members. But
the Jews were also important players in the national economy. They were the landowners’
administrators and tax collectors. As legal middlemen in the grain trade, they manipulated prices
at will. Their complicity in the oppression of the peasant masses by the nobility inevitably
generated resentments that were expressed in explosions of violence. When the Cossacks led by
Bogdan Chmielnicki revolted against the Polish nobles in 1648, the Jews were the first to be
massacred.??

After the annexation of part of Poland by Russia between 1772 and 1795, these Ashkenazi
Jews lived mainly in Russia, cantoned in their “Pale of Settlement.” They numbered six hundred
thousand on the eve of the first partition (1772), and nearly six million by 1897.22 At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, most still spoke neither Polish nor Russian. In 1801 a
memoir written by the senator and writer Gabriel Romanovich Derjavin for Tsar Paul I after an



observation mission in the Pale of Settlement, revealed that a majority of Jews made their living
from the manufacture and sale of vodka, to which they were granted exclusive rights by the
Polish nobility. By combining this activity with their second specialty, lending money at interest
(i.e., selling alcohol on credit), they encouraged alcoholism among the peasants and indebted
them to the point of ruin: “The Jews out of greed were exploiting the drinking problems of the
peasants to cheat them out of their grain, in order to turn the grain into vodka, and as a result
were causing famine.” Derjavin also denounced the Polish landowners, who did not administer
their properties directly but instead used Jewish tenants: “Many greedy farmers ruin the peasants
through back-breaking labors and impositions, and render them bereft of land or family.” Several
efforts were made to put an end to this situation, but the lack of continuity in the policy of the
successive tsars rendered them ineffective. A parallel policy of encouraging Jews to become
farmers, through the granting of fertile lands, material, and animals, also failed and was
abandoned in 1866.2%

Tsar Alexander II (1855—1881), who emancipated the serfs in 1861, also abolished most of
the restrictions imposed on the Jews and facilitated their access to Russian education. Between
1876 and 1883, the proportion of Jews in the universities increased considerably. Emancipated
and educated, many young Jewish intellectuals became revolutionaries. While rejecting the
Talmudism of their parents, they inherited their hatred of Christian and peasant Russia, while the
Tsar remained in their eyes an avatar of Pharaoh. The assassination of Alexander II in March
1881, by a group of anarchists including Jews, triggered violent pogroms. Noting that more than
40 percent of law and medicine students at Kharkov and Odessa universities were Jewish, the
new Tsar imposed a numerus clausus, which only reinforced the sense of injustice and
revolutionary spirit among Jewish youth.2

The revolutionary forces that forced Tsar Nicholas II to abdicate in February 1917 were far
from being exclusively Jewish. There was great discontent in all underprivileged classes,
especially among the peasants. However, both opponents and advocates of Bolshevism have
noted the high proportion of Jews among the Bolsheviks who overturned the February
Revolution and Aleksandr Kerensky’s provisional government by their own October
Revolution.?? Jewish historian Angelo Rappoport wrote in his seminal work: “The Jews in
Russia, in their total mass, were responsible for the Revolution.”?2 Winston Churchill wrote in a
famous article in the //lustrated Sunday Herald published February 8, 1920: “There is no need to
exaggerate the part played in the creation of Bolshevism and in the actual bringing about of the
Russian Revolution by these international and for the most part atheistical Jews. It is certainly a
very great one; it probably outweighs all others.” In this article titled “Zionism versus
Bolshevism: A struggle for the soul of the Jewish people,” Churchill sided with the Zionist
cause, referring to Bolshevism as “this world-wide conspiracy for the overthrow of
civilization.”2¢

On the other side, the official gazette of Hungarian Jewry Egyenldség (Equality) proclaimed:
“Jewish intellect and knowledge, Jewish courage and love of peace saved Russia and perhaps the
whole world. Never has world historical mission of Jewry shone so brightly as in Russia.
Trotsky’s words prove that the Biblical and prophetic Jewish spirit of Isaiah and Micah, the great
peace-makers, with that of the Talmudic Elders, is inspiring the leaders of Russia to-day.”?! The
September 10, 1920 edition of The American Hebrew magazine pompously bragged: “The
Bolshevik Revolution eliminated the most brutal dictatorship in history. This great achievement,
destined to figure in history as one of the overshadowing results of the World War, was largely
the product of Jewish thinking, Jewish discontent, Jewish effort to reconstruct.”#2 “Jewish



financing” should be added to the list, for the Bolshevik Revolution was largely financed by
Wall Street bankers such as Jacob Schiff, who gloated: “The Russian revolution is possibly the
most important event in Jewish history since the race was brought out of slavery.”3

The American Hebrew had also published, October 31, 1919, an article titled “The
Crucifixion of Jews Must Stop!” warning of “this threatened holocaust of human life” on “six
millions” of European Jews, who “are being whirled toward the grave by a cruel and relentless
fate,” “six million men and women [a figure repeated seven times in one page] are dying from
lack of the necessaries of life [...] through the awful tyranny of war and a bigoted lust for Jewish
blood.”#* “Jewish blood” here refers to the Russian civil war, when the counter-revolutionary
struggle of the Russian and Ukrainian peasants gave rise to anti-Jewish pogroms (6,000 victims
in 1919). The New York Times also distinguished itself in postwar propaganda designed to
convince readers that the Jews had been the main victims of the First World War. In The New
York Times of September 29, 1919, Felix Warburg, Chairman of the Joint Distribution
Committee of American Funds for Jewish War Sufferers (founded in 1914 and still in existence
with the shortened name of American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee), wrote that the Jews
“were the worst sufferers in the war.” “The successive blows of contending armies have all but
broken the back of European Jewry and have reduced to tragically unbelievable poverty,
starvation and disease about 6,000,000 souls, or half the Jewish population of the earth.”2

Despite the many Russian pseudonyms adopted by the officers of the Bolshevik system,
Russians were well aware that they had been conquered by a foreign people. A 1926 Agitprop
report to the Central Committee secretariat expresses concern about a wave of anti-Semitism
resulting from “the sense that the Soviet regime patronizes the Jews, that it is ‘the Jewish
government,” that the Jews cause unemployment, housing shortages, college admissions
problems, price rises, and commercial speculation—this sense is instilled in the workers by all
the hostile elements.” Repression of this “bourgeois anti-Semitism” was all the more brutal in
that, as Yuri Slezkine notes, “the Soviet secret police—the regime’s sacred center, known after
1934 as the NKVD—was one of the most Jewish of all Soviet institutions. [...] Out of twenty
NKVD directorates, twelve (60 percent, including State Security, Police, Labor Camps, and
Resettlement [deportation]) were headed by officers who identified themselves as ethnic Jews.
The most exclusive and sensitive of all NKVD agencies, the Main Directorate for State Security,
consisted of ten departments: seven of them [...] were run by immigrants from the former Pale of
Settlement.” Robert Wilton, a Moscow correspondent for the London Times for seventeen
years, provided precise indications as to the proportion of Jews among Bolshevik apparatchiks as
early as 1920. The Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party, which exercised supreme power,
included 9 Jews and 3 Russians. (Lenin was counted among the Russians, although his maternal
grandfather, born Srul [Israel], was Jewish). All the Central Committees of the parties
represented included 41 identifiable Jews out of 61 members. The Council of People’s
Commissars comprised 17 Jews out of 22 members. Among the names of 556 high officials of
the Bolshevik State officially published in 1918-1919, 458 were identifiable as Jews.2

The Bolshevik Revolution pulled the rug out from under the Zionist propaganda machine,
which had hitherto been based on reports of the Russian pogroms, amplified by the Western
press. On March 25, 1906, The New York Times could evoke the fate of “Russia’s 6,000,000
Jews”: “the Russian Government’s studied policy for the ‘solution’ of the Jewish question is
systematic and murderous extermination.” But such alarmist propaganda was no longer possible
in 1917, since one of the first measures taken by the Bolsheviks was a law criminalizing anti-
Semitism. The Russian Civil War did provide some space for a new narrative: on July 20, 1921,



during the Russian Civil War, the same New York Times could still publish the headline
“Massacre Threatens All Jews as Soviet Power Wanes. Russia’s 6,000,000 Jews are facing
extermination.”?¢ A few years later, Chaim Weizmann, who had used the pogroms of Russia as a
diplomatic lever in 1917, was forced to contradict himself: “Nothing can be more superficial and
nothing can be more wrong than that the sufferings of Russian Jewry ever were the cause of
Zionism. The fundamental cause of Zionism has been, and is, the ineradicable national striving
of Jewry to have a home of its own—a national center, a national home with a national Jewish
life.”#2 Only when Hitler’s coming to power posed a new threat to the Jews, could Jewish
suffering become again the main argument for the creation of Israel.

Ironically, the Jewish character of the Bolshevik Revolution was one of the main causes of
the German anti-Semitism that brought Hitler to power. The Red Terror was a very close threat
to the Germans. In 1918 there was a Bolshevik Revolution in Bavaria led by the Jew Kurt Eisner,
who had established a short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic. “What is most essential in National
Socialism,” according to German historian Ernst Nolte, “is its relation to Marxism, particularly
to communism, in the form it took through the Bolshevik victory during the Russian
Revolution.”#? It is often forgotten that in 1933, when Hitler came to power, the Soviets had just
committed genocidal massacres followed by organized famine in Ukraine, at the gates of
Germany, killing nearly eight million people, or one-third of the population. This crime against
humanity, carried out by a predominantly Jewish NKVD, would never be mentioned in the
Nuremberg trials, and still today is hardly ever discussed. (When in 2009, Ukraine opened a
tribunal to prosecute the crime, Aleksandr Feldman, the chairman of the Ukrainian Jewish
Committee, forced the cancellation of the proceedings on the pretext that it would constitute an
incitement to hatred, since the names of almost all the Soviet officers charged were Jewish.)*!

The second enemy designated by Hitler was international finance, which was responsible for
the depression of the 1930s. Banking was heavily dominated by Jews. In Berlin before the First
World War, thirty private banks out of fifty belonged to Jewish families, and the proportion
increased after the war.22 Thus, many Germans equated the horrors of Bolshevism with a Jewish
plot, and the dominant position of the Jews in the capitalist economy—the revolution and the
bank—were the two crucibles of Nazi anti-Semitism. This reminds us of Theodor Herzl’s
assessment of the root of anti-Semitism: “When we sink, we become a revolutionary proletariat,
the subordinate officers of all revolutionary parties; and at the same time, when we rise, there
rises also our terrible power of the purse.”?? To all this was added the well-known role of the
Jews in the defeat and annihilation of Germany at the end of the First World War, as the English
Zionist Samuel Landman acknowledged in a 1936 memoir: “The fact that it was Jewish help that
brought the USA into the War on the side of the Allies has rankled ever since in German—
especially Nazi—minds, and has contributed in no small measure to the prominence which anti-
Semitism occupies in the Nazi programme.”?*

Of course, “the Jews” of Germany were not responsible for the intrigues of a handful of elites
in the circles of power. These elites, however, claim to speak in the name of the Jews, and derive
some of their power from this claim of representing their people. They pretend to speak for the
community, while, to its misfortune, the silent majority of the Jews is taken hostage. Thus, as
early as the 1920s, Judeophobia spread in Germany, hindering the process of assimilation of
even the most German-speaking Jews. The case of Theodor Lessing is exemplary: from a family
whose Judaism was no more than a remnant, he departed still further from the Jewish community
in 1899 and married a young woman of the Prussian aristocracy. But his in-laws refused to meet
their Jewish son-in-law, and he returned to the Jewish faith, henceforth with an ethnic conception



of Jewishness. He expressed his rejection of assimilation in Jewish Self-Hatred, published in
Berlin in 1930. Lessing psychologically analyzes the tragic journey of certain Jews who have
broken with their Jewishness, while curiously avoiding the question of his own narcissistic
wound that led him to break with his desire for assimilation.

Zionism and Nazism

German Judeophobia was radicalized by the racialist theories of the time and turned into an
extremely virulent anti-Semitism. Jewish intellectuals largely contributed to this ideological
climate. The Struggle of the Races (Der Rassenkampf) published in 1883 by Ludwig
Gumplowicz, a Jew from Cracow and professor of political science in Graz for twenty years, had
a considerable influence on Germanic racism: “The perpetual struggle of the races is the law of
history, while ‘perpetual peace’ is only the dream of the idealists,” he wrote. According to
Gumplowicz, individuals of the same race are interconnected by “syngeneic feelings” that make
them “seek to act as a single factor in the struggle for domination.”®2 The term “race” at the time
had a rather vague meaning, synonymous with “people,” and Gumplowicz, who expressed no
particular sympathy for the Jews, included in the formation of syngeneic feeling not only
consanguinity, but also education, language, religion, custom, and law. But the theoreticians of
Jewish nationalism developed a narrower conception of race, which would directly influence,
through mimetic rivalry, the ideology of the Aryan race. Recall that for Benjamin Disraeli,
“language and religion do not make a race—there is only one thing that makes a race, and that is
blood” (Endymion, 1880). As early as 1862, Moses Hess had emphasized the purity of his race:
“The Jewish race is one of the primary races of mankind that has retained its integrity, in spite of
the continual change of its climatic environment, and the Jewish type has conserved its purity
through the centuries.” “The Jewish type is indestructible.” Therefore, “a Jew belongs to his race
and consequently also to Judaism, in spite of the fact that he or his ancestors have become
apostates.”?® The editor of Jewish World, Lucien Wolf, an influential historian and politician,
insisted on the racial definition of Jewishness. He proclaimed the racial superiority of the Jews in
an influential 1884 article titled “What is Judaism? A Question of To-Day”: “It is too little
known that the Jews are as a race really superior, physically, mentally, and morally, to the people
among whom they dwell.”%Z

Thus, in nineteenth- to twentieth-century Germany, Jewish racism precedes Aryan racism,
just as in sixteenth- to seventeenth-century Spain the Marranos’ pride in their blood had
provoked a reaction: the Iberian statutes of “purity of blood.” The parallel was made by Yitzhak
Fritz Baer in Galut, published in Berlin in 1936. In both cases, we have Jewish communities
suddenly emancipated (by baptism between 1391 and 1497, by European laws between the end
of the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century), who rapidly acquire an economic,
political, and cultural power disproportionate to their number, and who express racial pride
offensive to the Gentiles, generating in the latter a hostility that turns into “race war.”#% “A Jew
brought up among Germans may assume German custom, German words. He may be wholly
imbued with that German fluid but the nucleus of his spiritual structure will always remain
Jewish, because his blood, his body, his physical-racial type are Jewish. [...] A preservation of
national integrity is impossible except by a preservation of racial purity.” These words were not
written by Adolf Hitler in Mein Kampf, but twenty years earlier, in 1904, by the Zionist Zeev
(Vladimir) Jabotinsky in his “Letter on Autonomy.”?2 At the time of Hitler’s accession to power
in 1933, the Jewish community had been subjected to racial indoctrination of the vdélkisch type
for half a century, especially from the Zionists. It was the Jew Haim Arlosoroff who, after the



First World War, invented the term Volkssozialismus as the ideology of the Zionist party Hapoel
Hatzair (“Young Workers”)2%

It is therefore not surprising that Zionist and anti-assimilationist Jews were in favor of the
Nuremberg laws, which prohibited marriages between Jews and Germans in the Reich. Joachim
Prinz, a Zionist ideologist of German Jewry, who became president of the American Jewish
Congress (1958-1966), writes in his book Wir Juden (“We the Jews”) published in Berlin in
1934: “We want assimilation to be replaced by a new law: the declaration of belonging to the
Jewish nation and the Jewish race. A state built upon the principle of the purity of nation and
race can only be honored and respected by a Jew who declares his belonging to his own kind.
[...] For only he who honors his own breed and his own blood can have an attitude of honor
towards the national will of other nations.” Prinz left Germany in 1937 and immediately
justified himself in an article for the journal Young Zionist titled “Zionism under the Nazi
Government”: “The government announced very solemnly that there was no country in the world
which tried to solve the Jewish problem as seriously as did Germany. Solution of the Jewish
question? It was our Zionist dream! We never denied the existence of the Jewish question!
Dissimilation? It was our own appeal!”2%

The relationship between Nazism and Judaism was well known in Jewish circles of the
1930s. No one expressed it better than the American rabbi Harry Waton in a book published in
1939 by the Committee for the Preservation of the Jews, A Program for the Jews: “Nazism is an
imitation of Judaism; Nazism adopted the principles and ideas of Judaism with which to destroy
Judaism and the Jews.” “The Nazi philosophy starts out with the postulate: The blood of a race
determines the nature, course of evolution and the destiny of that race. [...] whether consciously
or not, the Nazis took this theory from the Bible itself.” Waton goes further still: “Hitler’s
declaration that the Jewish consciousness is poison to the Aryan races is the deepest insight that
the Western world has yet achieved in its own nature; and his capacity to realize this is the proof
of his genius as well as the secret of his power and of the curious fascination which his
personality exerts. [...] it is not the practical power or wealth of the Jews that he fears, but the
character of the Jewish mind. [...] It is the hidden penetration of the Jewish spirit into the Gentile
mind that is the danger; and it is a danger because the ‘Aryan’ mind cannot resist it, but must
succumb.% Waton, in fact, misunderstands Hitler’s real views on Jewishness, which, in private,
were less racist than his own: “We use the term Jewish race,” Hitler wrote to a friend, “merely
for reasons of linguistic convenience, for in the real sense of the word, and from a genetic point
of view there is no Jewish race. [...] The Jewish race is above all a community of the spirit.”?%

Nazism and Zionism shared more than one ideological foundation; they had as their common
enemy the assimilationist Jew. They also had a common goal: the emigration of Jews from
Germany. Reinhardt Heydrich, chief of the SS Security Service, wrote in 1935 in Das Schwarze
Korps, the official SS journal: “We must separate Jewry into two categories: the Zionists and
those who favour being assimilated. The Zionists adhere to a strict racial position and by
emigrating to Palestine they are helping to build their own Jewish state. [...] The time cannot be
far distant when Palestine will again be able to accept its sons who have been lost to it for over a
thousand years. Our good wishes together with our official good will go with them.”® It would
be exaggerating to say that Hitler was ideologically a Zionist, for he had written in Mein Kampf
in 1923: “For while Zionism tries to make the other part of the world believe that the national
self-consciousness of the Jew finds satisfaction in the creation of a Palestinian State, the Jews
again most slyly dupe the stupid goyim. They have no thought of building up a Jewish State in
Palestine, so that they might inhabit it, but they only want a central organization of their



international world cheating, endowed with prerogatives, withdrawn from the seizure of others :
a refuge for convicted rascals and a high school for future rogues.”% Nevertheless, the Nazis
were largely favorable to the project originally formulated by Herzl, who had boasted in his
diary: “I believe I have found the solution of the Jewish Question. Not a solution, but the
solution, the only one,” repeating further that Zionism was “the only possible, final, and
successful solution of the Jewish Question.”% The first Zionist association inspired by Herzl’s
book, the National-jiidische Vereinigung Koln, declared as its goal in 1897: “The Final Solution
of the Jewish Question lies therefore in the establishment of the Jewish State.”3%

The Nazis naturally wholeheartedly supported Jewish emigration to Palestine. In the spring
of 1933, Baron Leopold Itz von Mildenstein, one of the earliest SS officers, spent six months in
Palestine in the company of Zionist Kurt Tuchler. On his return, he wrote for Angriff (a journal
founded by Joseph Goebbels) a series of twelve articles expressing great admiration for the
pioneering spirit of Zionist Jews. It is not surprising, therefore, that when in 1933, the American
Jewish Congress declared economic war on Germany and organized the boycott of German
products, the Zionist Federation of Germany addressed a memorandum to “the New German
State” (dated June, 21) condemning the boycott, and expressing sympathy for the Nazi ideology:
“Our acknowledgment of Jewish nationality provides for a clear and sincere relationship to the
German people and its national and racial realities. Precisely because we do not wish to falsify
these fundamentals, because we, too, are against mixed marriage and are for maintaining the
purity of the Jewish group and reject any trespasses in the cultural domain.” “The realization of
Zionism could only be hurt by resentment of Jews abroad against the German development.
Boycott propaganda—such as is currently being carried on against Germany in many ways—is
in essence un-Zionist.”%

As Hannah Arendt has shown in her controversial book Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), Nazi
policy was pro-Zionist until 1938, and “all leading positions in the Nazi-appointed
‘Reichsvereinigung’ [compulsory organization of all Jews in Nazi Germany]| were held by
Zionists.” This created “a situation in which the non-selected majority of Jews inevitably found
themselves confronted with two enemies—the Nazi authorities and the Jewish authorities.”
Arendt was the first Jewish intellectual to unveil one of the Zionists’ darkest secrets, which has
been since abundantly documented (e.g., by Tom Segev in The Seventh Million): “There existed
in those first years a mutually highly satisfactory agreement between the Nazi authorities and the
Jewish Agency for Palestine—a ‘Haavarah’, or Transfer Agreement, which provided that an
emigrant to Palestine could transfer his money there in German goods and exchange them for
pounds upon arrival. It was soon the only legal way for a Jew to take his money with him. The
alternative was the establishment of a blocked account, which could be liquidated abroad only at
a loss of between fifty and ninety-five percent). The result was that in the thirties, when
American Jewry took great pains to organize a boycott of German merchandise, Palestine, of all
places, was swamped with all kinds of ‘goods made in Germany’.”*® Some sixty thousand
wealthy Jews benefited from this Haavara Agreement, making a decisive contribution to the
Jewish colonization of Palestine.

This collaboration between Ben-Gurion’s Jewish Agency and Hitler’s Nazi government
started in 1933 and ended officially in 1938 with Great Britain’s entry into the war. But the Lehi
or Stern Gang, a dissident faction of the terrorist Irgun, led by future head of state Yitzhak
Shamir, continued to bet on the Germans. In a document dated January 11, 1941, it recognized
that “The evacuation of the Jewish masses from Europe is a precondition for solving the Jewish
question,” envisioning ‘“the establishment of the historical Jewish state on a national and



totalitarian basis, and bound by treaty with the German Reich,” and, with that aim, “offers to
actively take part in the war on Germany’s side.” The talks came to an end with the arrest by the
British authorities of several Lehi members, including Yitzhak Shamir, for “terrorism and
collaboration with the Nazi enemy.”!

In London and Washington, of course, the Zionist movement, led by Chaim Weizmann,
supported the economic war against Germany. Weizmann revived the winning strategy of the
First World War, attempting to monetize Jewish influence in England to bring the United States
into the war. In a letter to Churchill dated September 10, 1941, he wrote: “I have spent months in
America, traveling up and down the country [...]. There is only one big ethnic group which is
willing to stand, to a man, for Great Britain, and a policy of ‘all-out-aid’ for her: the five million
American Jews. [...] It has been repeatedly acknowledged by British Statesmen that it was the
Jews who, in the last war, effectively helped to tip the scales in America in favour of Great
Britain. They are keen to do it—and may do it—again..”*2

The quid pro quo for this Jewish influence was the formation of an official “Jewish Army”
among the Allied troops. This “Jewish Army” was an idea of Vladimir Jabotinsky, who had
already suggested it to the British in 1917 and made it public again in 1940 in his book The War
and the Jew 22 The purpose, of course, was to use this official Jewish army after the war as an
argument for the foundation of Israel, for whoever has an army must necessarily have a state.
The failure of this claim did not prevent the founders of the Jewish state from inscribing in their
Declaration of Independence in 1948: “In the Second World War, the Jewish community of this
country contributed its full share to the struggle of the freedom- and peace-loving nations against
the forces of Nazi wickedness and, by the blood of its soldiers and its war effort, gained the right
to be reckoned among the peoples who founded the United Nations.”

In fact, the Zionists clashed with the British, not the Germans, in their efforts to increase the
Jewish population in Palestine. Jewish immigration consistently surpassed British quotas, and
accelerated with the rise of Nazism: from 82,000 colonists for the period 1924—1931 to 217,000
for the period 1932-1938. In 1939, when the Germans invaded Poland, the population of
Palestine was already one-third Jewish. The British government then issued a White Paper
limiting Jewish immigration to 75,000 for the next five years. This provoked not only a strong
protest from Ben-Gurion’s Jewish Agency, but also the mobilization of military groups
(Haganah, and its offshoot the Irgun) against the British authorities in Palestine.**

An example: In November 1940, the British prevented three vessels chartered by the Central
Bureau for Jewish Emigration (under the supervision of Adolf Eichmann), carrying 3,600 Jews
from Nazi-occupied areas, from landing at the port of Haifa. On November 25, while the British
were transferring these illegal immigrants to their ship, the Patria, with the intention of
provisionally taking them to Mauritius, the Haganah sank the ship, drowning 267 of the 1,800
Jewish passengers already on board. The Haganah claimed that the passengers themselves had
scuttled their ship, preferring death to the prospect of not being able to debark in the promised
land. Then, forced to admit responsibility, the Hagana pleaded a mistake: the intention
supposedly was simply to damage the ship and prevent the departure of the refugees.

English opposition prevented Hitler from considering the transfer of all Jews from Europe to
Palestine, especially since he had always hoped for an alliance with England against the Soviet
Union: “In Europe there are only two possible allies for Germany, England and Italy, for the
whole of the future,” he wrote in 1923 in Mein Kampf. Moreover, Hitler did not want to alienate
the Arab States, which were hostile to the Judaization of Palestine. On the other hand, the British
and American Zionists hampered President Roosevelt’s efforts to find solutions to the Jewish



refugee crisis by convening the Evian Conference in July 1938 (International Conference on
Political and Economic Problems Caused by the Expulsion of Jews from the Reich). Weizmann
had declared at the Zionist Congress in London in 1937: “The hopes of Europe’s six million
Jews are centered on emigration.” But, considering emigration only to Palestine, he added:
“From the depths of the tragedy I want to save two million young people. [...] The old will pass.
[...] Only the branch of the young shall survive...”*2 Ben-Gurion protested against the plan to
open all borders to the persecuted Jews on the pretext that “pity will take over and the energy of
the people will be channeled to save Jews from various countries. Zionism will be removed from
the agenda not only in public opinion in Great Britain and the United States, but elsewhere in
Jewish public opinion. If we allow the separation of the refugee problem from the problem of
Palestine, we will endanger the existence of Zionism.”3!¢ The failure of the Evian Conference, by
preventing the escape of German Jews, made war inevitable: the hundred deaths of “The Night
of Broken Glass” (November 9-10, 1938), a pogrom triggered by the assassination of a German
diplomat in Paris by a young Polish Jew, provided Roosevelt a pretext to formally impose a
complete economic embargo on Germany, recall his ambassador from Berlin, and announce the
construction of ten thousand planes. When war broke out, there remained in Germany about
275,000 Jews who, for want of a visa, were unable to emigrate.

In May 1940, Heinrich Himmler drafted a project for Hitler: “A great emigration of all the
Jews to a colony in Africa or elsewhere.” He affirmed his “inner conviction” that it was
necessary “to reject as contrary to the Germanic spirit and as impossible the Bolshevik method of
physical extermination of a people” (a method demonstrated by the Ukrainian genocide of 1932—
33, which left more than seven million dead). According to the French historian Florent Brayard,
this is “a particularly important document to gauge the Nazi projects,” which proves that there
was at that time “no determined genocidal perspective.” After the armistice with France, the
territorial solution envisaged was Madagascar—an underpopulated and almost unexploited
French colony. The Madagascar Plan envisioned deporting one million European Jews every
year over four years. The plan was postponed until after the hoped-for victory against England,
since its realization required mastery of the seas. After the opening of the Eastern Front in 1941,
it gave way to the plan of mass deportation to the concentration camps of Poland.

Hitler’s Prophecy

In the absence of a written document, historians are still debating the date when the expression
“final solution,” borrowed from German Zionists who meant mass emigration to Palestine,
would have become a Nazi code word for “extermination.” Brayard hypothesizes that between
1941 and 1942, “The final solution of the Jewish question,” the systematic murder of all
European Jews, was conceived and implemented in absolute secrecy, or at least the greatest
possible. But he notes that in Joseph Goebbels’ diary, until October 1943 Hitler’s close friend
was persuaded that the fate of the deported Jews, once the war was over, would be expulsion to
the east of Germany and its annexed territories.2

Given that in January 1942 the project of exterminating the Jews, through forced labor,
sterilization and/or outright elimination, was adopted by Hitler and some of his entourage, one of
the key questions historians must elucidate is that of the ideological gestation of this project. In
an earlier work on the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question” Florent Brayard rightly
emphasizes a famous prophecy announced by Hitler from the Reichstag tribune on January 30,
1939. After recalling that he had often been a prophet, as when he predicted his own rise to
power, Hitler added: “I want to be a prophet again: If international Jewish finance inside and



outside Europe were to once again cast peoples into World War, the result would not be the
Bolshevization of the world, and thus the victory of Judaism, but the annihilation of the Jewish
race in Europe.” This “prophetic warning to Jewry!” as the headline of Vélkische Beobachter put
it the following day, was widely distributed and discussed, and extracts were inserted in a revised
version of the propaganda film The Wandering Jew. This “prophecy” was a warning to England
and France, who nevertheless entered the war on September 3, 1939. Hitler renewed his threat on
January 30, 1941, mainly for the United States. The New York Times, which the Nazis held as the
leader of the “Jewish press,” responded to Hitler’s speech with an article that was tantamount to
challenging him to act on his word: “There is not a single precedent to prove he will either keep
a promise or fulfill a threat. If there is any guarantee in his record, in fact, it is that the one thing
he will not do is the thing he says he will do.”3!

The United States entered the war in December under the pretext of the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor. It was on December 12, 1941, that Hitler made the following remarks during a
long speech, which we know from the notes taken by Goebbels and transcribed in his diary: “As
far as the Jewish question is concerned, the Fiihrer is determined to make a blank slate. He
prophesized to the Jews that they would suffer destruction if they provoked another world war. It
was not just empty words. World war is here, so the destruction of the Jews must be the
necessary consequence.” Historians like Christopher Browning believe that if one were to
specify the moment when Hitler and his entourage rallied to the idea of exterminating all the
Jews of Europe, it was just after the US entry into the war. Hitler’s prophecy was the key to this
development, not only among the elite of the Reich but also in German public opinion. For this
prophecy, recalled Brayard, “was an object of recurring attention in Nazi propaganda, which, at
certain key moments, never ceased to repeat it.” Beginning in 1942, many Nazi dignitaries
referred to it, in private or in public, to call for the destruction of European Jewry. Nazi Germany
was, as it were, contaminated by that prophetic spirit that, already in the biblical tradition,
nourished genocidal projects. “By launching his prophecy, Hitler had thus constituted a singular
and constraining discursive space. True, this prophecy could be mobilized for propaganda
purposes, but at the time of its realization, its internal logic determined the forms that this use
might take. Moreover, in choosing to reiterate it, Hitler had put at stake his very status as a
prophet, the oracular power of his word, the specific nature of his power: It was not possible,
with the world war having come, that the prophecy should not come true. [. . .] Indeed, this
constraint was sufficient to initiate a phase of radicalization of the anti-Jewish policy.”® What
this analysis conceals is the cynical role of the Allies and their press, who pretended not to take
seriously this prophecy of the Holocaust, while at the same time taunting Hitler with it—taunts
that were clearly driven by the Jewish elite, and that in a sense caught Hitler in the trap of his
own prophecy.

“Judea Declares War on Germany”

History, as written by the victors, is merely the continuation of war propaganda. Writing history
is “the last battle,” to quote the title of the book by David Irving on the Nuremberg trials.32
Ironically, the statutes of this International Military Tribunal, which included a prohibition
against the defense evoking Tu Quoque (“You also”’)—a principle of law allowing the accused to
return the accusation to the accuser (in this case, war crimes, crimes against peace and against
humanity)—are dated August 8, 1945, precisely between the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. This was already making a mockery of justice. On top of that, it is a well-established

fact that the confessions of several convicted Nazi officers were obtained under torture. This is



the case for Rudolf Hoss, commander of Auschwitz from 1940 to 1943. According to the British
sergeant Bernard Clarke, who captured him, “It took three days [of beating and sleep
deprivation] to get a coherent statement out of him.”?2 His deposition, which refers to three
million deaths at Auschwitz under his responsibility, is today recognized as grossly exaggerated.
There are many other proven cases of confessions extracted under torture and blackmail by the
prosecution in Nuremberg: Maurice Bardéche, a survivor of the Nazi camps, assembled a
number of them in 1950 in Nuremberg II or Les Faux-Monnayeurs.?2 Like the Paris Conference
in 1919, the Nuremberg Trials were influenced by a staff composed of a majority of Jews (more
than two thirds according to Hungarian journalist Louis Marchalko). Benton Bradberry writes in
The Myth of German Villainy that the trials were “permeated throughout with an atmosphere of
Jewish vengeance seeking,” and remarks that the tens of Nazi leaders who were condemned to
death were hanged on Purim day (October 16, 1946), the Jewish holiday celebrating the hanging
of the ten sons of Haman.? For the new Levitic elite, writing history always means writing the
history of Israel. And writing the history of Israel always means reproducing biblical history.

Authentic historical work consists of revising official history. This presupposes the re-
assessment, in the chain of causes and effects, of the story from the side of the vanquished side
of the story. The limited scope of this chapter permits us to recall only a few factors that
contributed to launching the Germans—and not just some high Nazi officials—into a state of
murderous rage against Jews. We have already mentioned the Germans’ perception of the role of
the Jews in the Bolshevik Revolution at the gates of Germany on the one hand, and in Germany’s
defeat and economic collapse after the First World War on the other. These factors partly explain
the rise of Hitler, whose Judeophobia was clearly displayed in Mein Kampf. At the outbreak of
war with England in 1939, the Nazis tried to convince the German people that the war had been
willed and orchestrated by the Jews. A few hours before his suicide, Hitler wrote again: “It is
untrue that I or anyone else in Germany wanted war in 1939. It was wanted and provoked solely
by international statesmen either of Jewish origin or working for Jewish interests.”?%

Some evidence supports this claim. Indeed, on March 24, 1933, less than two months after
the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor of the Reich, the British Daily Express published a front
page article entitled “Judea Declares War on Germany. Jews of All the World Unite in Action.”
The article proclaimed: “The Israeli people around the world declare economic and financial war
against Germany. Fourteen million Jews dispersed throughout the world have banded together as
one man to declare war on the German persecutors of their co-religionists.”

This campaign was supported by the majority of Jewish representative bodies and
coordinated by influential Zionist lawyer Samuel Untermeyer. In a radio speech reproduced by
The New York Times on August 7, 1933, Untermeyer called for “a holy war” against “medieval
Hitlerland,” “a war that must be waged unremittingly,” by “the economic boycott against all
German goods, shipping and services. [...] we will undermine the Hitler regime and bring the
German people to their senses by destroying their export trade on which their very existence
depends.” Untermeyer called “traitor to their race” all Jews who refused to join this boycott. He
had no doubt that Jews, who had overcome persecution “from time immemorial,” would once
again prevail. “For the Jews are the aristocrats of the world.”*% Joining with Samuel Untermeyer
in calling for an economic war against Germany, Bernard Baruch promoted preparations for
actual war, as he proudly asserted in his autobiography: “I emphasised that the defeat of
Germany and Japan and their elimination from world trade would give Britain a tremendous
opportunity to swell her foreign commerce in both volume and profit.”32

Five days after the Daily Express article, Hitler publicly announced a counter-boycott of



Jewish businesses in Germany as “merely a defensive measure exclusively directed toward
Jewry in Germany,” and warned that international Jewry’s war on Germany would negatively
affect German Jews. Goebbels broadcast a speech two days later explicitly warning that the
attacks of international Jewry against Germany would rebound against German Jews.32! Jeffrey
Herf, who cites these two speeches, fails to point out that they came in response to a declaration
of war, accompanied by unfounded accusations, by American Jewish elites. This dishonest
presentation is characteristic of mainstream historians of the Holocaust. Herf asserts that the Nazi
leaders sincerely believed in the “Jewish conspiracy” they denounced, but fails to specify what
their objective reasons for believing it were, so as to present their Judeophobia as a symptom of
paranoia.

Behind the struggle against anti-Semitism was a more fundamental hostility against any form
of nationalism, as plainly expressed by Solomon Freehof in Race, Nation or Religion: Three
Questions Jews Must Answer (1935): “What stands in our way everywhere in the world is
Modern Nationalism. That is our chief enemy. We are on the side of Liberalism against
Nationalism. That is our only safety.” The daily Chicago newspaper The Sentinel, reporting a
finding of the Central Conference of American Rabbis on September 24, 1936, wrote:
“Nationalism is a danger for the Jewish people. Today, as in all epochs of history, it is proved
that Jews cannot live in powerful states where a high national culture has developed.”%

In September 1939, as Great Britain declared war on Germany, the World Jewish Congress
declared that international Jewry had already waged an economic war and now stood by Great
Britain against Germany. The mobilization of American Jews against Germany intensified. In
early 1941 appeared the 96—page booklet by Jewish American businessman Theodore Kaufman,
Germany Must Perish. Suggesting as “a final solution” that “Germany be policed forever by an
international armed force,” the author concludes: “There is, in fine, no other solution except one:
That Germany must perish forever from this earth.” He proposes that “the extinction of the
German nation and the total eradication from the earth, of all her people” be achieved by
sterilizing all German males under sixty, and females under forty-five, which could be done in
less than a month by about twenty thousand surgeons. “Accordingly in the span of two
generations, [...] the elimination of Germanism and its carriers, will have been an accomplished
fact.”32

Interviewed by the Canadian Jewish Chronicle, Kaufman speaks of the Jews’ “mission” to
guide humankind toward “perpetual peace”; thanks to them, “slowly but surely the world will
develop into a paradise”; but for the moment, “let us sterilize all Germans and wars of world
domination will come to an end!”? German Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels had a
translation of Kaufman’s book massively printed and read on the radio, as a way to show the
German people what awaited them if they showed signs of weakness. By further asserting that
German Jews were of his opinion, Kaufman provided the Nazis with a pretext for stigmatizing
Jews by the Yellow Star (September 1941) and their deportation as enemies of the nation.3!

Jeffrey Herf claims that Kaufman’s book had no impact except in Nazi propaganda. That is
not the case. It was reviewed positively in The New York Times and The Washington Post. In
1944, it would be commented upon by Louis Nizer in his very influential book What to Do with
Germany? (highly praised by Harry Truman). Nizer rejected Kaufman’s solution as exaggerated,
but recommended the death penalty for 150,000 Germans, and “labor battalions” for hundreds of
thousands more.?# The same year, celebrated Hollywood screenwriter Ben Hecht wrote in his
Guide for the Bedeviled: “A cancer flourishes in the body of the world and in its mind and soul,
and [...] this cancerous thing is Germany, Germanism, and Germans.”33



Louis Marschalko cites a few more well-published Jewish authors advocating a “final
solution” for the “German question”: Leon Dodd, who in How Many World Wars (New York,
1942), proclaims that no Germany and no German race must be left after the war; Charles
Heartman, who in There Must Be No Germany After This War (New York, 1942), also demands
the physical extermination of the German people; Einzig Palil, who in Can We Win the Peace?
(London, 1942), demanded the dismembering of Germany and the total demolition of German
industry; Ivor Duncan, who in the March, 1942, issue of Zentral Europa Observer, demanded the
sterilization of forty million Germans, estimating the total cost at five million pounds sterling.23*

While in 1942 and 1943 the chances of a German victory diminished, various events fed the
Nazi propaganda mill and convinced the Germans that surrender was not an option. In the spring
of 1943 German soldiers discovered the bodies of more than 4,500 Polish officers shot in the
head by the Soviet NKVD in the spring of 1940 in the forest of Katyn (in Poland near the
Belarusian border). Later other mass graves were discovered, raising the number of members of
the Polish elite so executed by the Soviets in 1940 to more than 25,000. The Nazis denounced
this “Judeo-Bolshevik™ massacre, but the Soviets denied their responsibility and claimed that the
massacre was perpetrated by the Nazis during their advance in 1941. The Germans then called on
an international commission and the Red Cross, both of which confirmed Soviet guilt. But these
conclusions were ignored by the Allies and the Western press. Jewish neurologist Richard
Brickner exploited the lie of German guilt in a book published in 1943 under the title Is Germany
Incurable? He intended to show that “the national group we call Germany behaves and has long
behaved startlingly like an individual involved in a dangerous mental trend,” which he
characterized as “the real murder-psychosis,” involving megalomania and “the paranoid’s
conviction of his own a priori world-shaking importance, of the supreme value and significance
of his every act and thought.”*¥ Despite evidence against the Soviets, the Nuremberg Tribunal
declared the Nazis guilty of the Katyn massacre, just as it ignored Soviet responsibility for the
deaths of more than 440,000 Poles (according to recent estimates) between September 1939 and
June 1941, murdered with the aim of eliminating “social classes that were hostile to
communism.”

Shortly after the Normandy landings, Roosevelt and Churchill discussed the future of
Germany at the Second Quebec Conference of September 11, 1944, and signed a project
developed under the leadership of Jewish-Americans Henry Morgenthau Jr., the Secretary of the
Treasury, and his assistant Harry Dexter White. This “Morgenthau Plan,” entitled Suggested
Post-Surrender Program for Germany, or Program to Prevent Germany from Starting a World
War III, “is looking forward to converting Germany into a country primarily agricultural and
pastoral in its character,” by dismantling and transporting to Allied nations “all industrial plants
and equipment not destroyed by military action,” while calling for “forced German labor outside
Germany.” The revelation of this insane plan by The Wall Street Journal (September 23, 1944)
helped push the Nazis into a desperate fight-to-the-death mentality, and suggested to Henry
Stimson, US Secretary of War, this commentary: “It is Semitism gone wild for vengeance and, if
it is ultimately carried out (I can’t believe that it will be), it as sure as fate will lay the seeds for
another war in the next generation.”¢ The plan was abandoned in 1946 because of the Soviet
threat. Germany needed to become a bulwark against communism, and would therefore be
entitled to the Marshall Plan. But until then, the Germans experienced a “peace” more infernal
than all wars: destruction and plunder, organized famine, mass rapes, and the deportation of
millions of slaves to the Soviet Union, most of whom would never return. According to James
Bacque, more than nine million Germans died as a result of Allied starvation and expulsion



policies in the first five years after the war.¥) According to Jewish author John Sack, Jews
played a major part in the massive cruelty perpetrated on the 200,000 German civilians parked in
over a thousand concentration camps in Poland, “many of them starved, beaten and tortured.” On
the basis of many documented cases, he claims that “more than 60,000 died at the hands of a
largely Jewish-run security organization,” and lays the blame primarily on Zionist Jews.3%

It is well known that Roosevelt’s conduct of the war, beginning with his decision to involve
the United States, was influenced by his being greatly weakened physically and largely captive
to his advisers. He was much influenced by his wife Eleanor Roosevelt, who had communist
sympathies and a very favorable opinion of Stalin.3¥? At the Yalta Conference he was constantly
assisted by a State Department official by the name of Alger Hiss, a former protégé of Felix
Frankfurter, whom he would later appoint as the first Secretary-General of the United Nations. In
1948, thanks to the efforts of Richard Nixon (then a member of the House Un-American
Activities Committee), Hiss was convicted of espionage for the Soviets. The Soviet archives
made public in the 1990s confirmed his guilt.

Among the gray eminences behind Roosevelt were many Jewish personalities. In addition to
Henry Morgenthau Jr. at the Treasury, we must mention the banker Bernard Baruch, already
very influential under Wilson, and Felix Frankfurter, successor of Louis Brandeis to the Supreme
Court. According to Curtis Dall, son-in-law of Roosevelt: “Mr. Baruch, as top man, raised most
of the campaign and expense money; Mr. Frankfurter approved, directly or obliquely, most of
the important governmental appointments. They were, without doubt, the ‘Gold Dust Twins.””34

Curtis Dall has also revealed a secret diplomatic channel demonstrating that the White House
harbored a strong desire to prolong the war: on the one hand to deprive Germany of any
possibility of escaping her programmed destruction; and on the other, to give the USSR time to
invade Central Europe. Soon after Roosevelt and Churchill agreed in Casablanca in January 1943
to demand “unconditional surrender” from Germany, George Earle, the American ambassador to
Bulgaria who served as special emissary to the Balkans from his base in Istanbul in neutral
Turkey, was contacted by Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the German intelligence service.
Canaris explained that if President Roosevelt made it clear that he would accept an “honorable
surrender,” the German generals, many of whom were hostile to Hitler’s suicidal policy, would
deliver Hitler to international justice and put the German army at the disposal of US forces to
ally against the USSR, the true enemy of Western civilization, and protect Central Europe from
Soviet assault. Earle then met the German ambassador Fritz von Papen, a fervent Catholic and
anti-Hitlerian, then Baron Kurt von Lersner, another German dignitary. Convinced of both the
sincerity of the Germans and of Stalin’s determination to conquer Europe, Earle thrice sent an
urgent message to Roosevelt by diplomatic and military channels inviting him to seize this
unexpected opportunity. The only response Earle finally received from Roosevelt was an order to
defer to the commander-in-chief in Europe, General Eisenhower. This killed the initiative of the
German anti-Nazi dignitaries, who were executed by Hitler after their vain attempts to
assassinate him on July 20, 1944 34!

Eisenhower, as it turned out, was instructed to leave Central Europe—where most of the
population only wanted to surrender to American troops—undefended against Stalin’s invasion.
He could have used General Alexander’s allied forces in Italy to occupy Eastern Europe and the
Balkans before they passed from Hitler’s yoke to that of the Red Army. The allied armies would
then have freed Berlin entirely and would have reached Vienna, Budapest, and Prague, while the
Soviet state would have been kept within the natural frontiers of Russia. Instead, Italian troops
were used for a landing on the French Mediterranean coast, complementary to the main landing



in Normandy, which brought no decisive military advantage. General Mark Clark, who in 1943
commanded the American forces in Italy, saw in this strategy “one of the outstanding political
mistakes of the war.”?*2 Moreover, Eisenhower restrained General Patton’s enthusiasm, forcing
him to stop a hundred kilometers before Berlin, and on March 28, 1945, he sent a “personal
message for Marshal Stalin” to inform him of it. Patton nevertheless took Vienna against
Eisenhower’s orders.

Thus the Second World War was completed with the determined aim of laying the
foundations of a new conflict in Europe. The Atlantic Charter of August 14, 1941, had declared
that the United States and Great Britain “wish to see sovereign rights and self government
restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them,” and “hope to see established a peace
which will afford to all nations the means of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries.”
This referred first of all to Poland, whose joint invasion by the Nazis and the Soviets had
justified the Allies’ entry into the war. Yet the result of the Second World War was not to
liberate Poland and the other Eastern European peoples, but to hand them over to the Soviet
dictatorship. This situation did not result from any failure by the United States, but on the
contrary from the secret will of the powers that controlled the White House.

Many other proofs exist of the secret complicity of the United States in the capture of Central
Europe by the Soviets. During 1942, large quantities of uranium, cadmium, and heavy water
thorium, aluminum tubes, and copper wiring (all materials required for the creation of a nuclear
reactor) were sent to the Soviet government from an air base in Great Falls, Montana, established
specifically for this purpose. This incredible high-tech military smuggling, organized from the
White House, is known through the publication of notes taken by Captain George Racey Jordan,
who participated in the delivery of these cargoes, which included many other kinds of industrial
equipment (From Major Jordan’s Diaries, 1952). This secret assistance to the Soviets was
supervised by Harry Hopkins, who had been placed in the White House by Bernard Baruch. Also
delivered to Moscow were duplicates of United States Treasury plates, together with tons of
paper and gallons of the appropriate ink for printing unlimited quantities of dollar bills.2* The
transfers were supervised by Harry Dexter White, a protégé of Henry Morgenthau Jr. and a
liaison officer between the Treasury and the State Department, who was also the principal US
official at the Bretton Woods conference in 1944 and closely associated with the founding of the
International Monetary Fund. Born Weit Magilewski of Lithuanian Jewish parents, White was
charged with espionage on behalf of the Soviets, alongside Alger Hiss, following the
denunciation of another repentant spy, Whittaker Chambers.

In 1941 Hitler had made the bold bet that England would at least accept a truce to allow
Germany to defeat the Soviet Union. He had reason to believe it. Since 1917 Churchill had not
ceased to present Bolshevism as the worst scourge of mankind. “Bolshevism is not a policy; it is
a disease,” he said in the House of Commons on May 29, 1919, adding that “it is not a creed; it is
a pestilence.” He prescribed gas as “the right medicine for the Bolshevist.” Later in the same
year, on November 6, he compared the Germans sending Lenin back to Russia as sending “a
phial containing a culture of typhoid or cholera to be poured into the water supply of a great
city.” And he declared: “Of all the tyrannies in history, the Bolshevist tyranny is the worst, the
most destructive, and the most degrading. It is sheer humbug to pretend that it is not far worse
than German militarism.” But twenty years later, on September 3, 1939, the same Churchill
declared in the House of Commons: “We are fighting to save the whole world from the
pestilence of Nazi tyranny and in defense of all that is most sacred to man.” And, whereas he
had, in 1919, recommended to Lloyd George to “Feed Germany; fight Bolshevism; make



Germany fight Bolshevism,” in 1939 he denounced Chamberlain’s refusal to initiate a
rapprochement with the Soviet Union.?** Nevertheless, Hitler was betting on Churchill’s self-
interest when in May 1941 he parachuted his closest associate Rudolf Hess into Scotland with a
mission to secretly inform the British government of his imminent offensive against the USSR
and to propose a peace treaty. Hess was captured, Churchill refused to hear him, imprisoned him
until the end of the war, then refused to release him as a prisoner of war and sentenced him in
perpetuity for “conspiracy and crime against peace.”%

The very first day of Hitler’s Operation Barbarossa, June 22, 1941, Churchill spoke on the
BBC to explain that Nazism was worse than communism: “The Nazi regime is indistinguishable
from the worst features of Communism. It is devoid of all theme and principle except appetite
and racial domination. It excels all forms of human wickedness in the efficiency of its cruelty
and ferocious aggression.” The British government, Churchill went on to say, has “but one aim
and one single, irrevocable purpose. We are resolved to destroy Hitler and every vestige of the
Nazi regime.” And so, “any man or state who fights on against Nazidom will have our aid. That
is our policy and that is our declaration. It follows, therefore, that we shall give whatever help we
can to Russia and the Russian people.” Suddenly, Churchill stopped speaking of the Soviet
Union, but of the “Russian people”: “The cause of any Russian fighting for his hearth and home
is the cause of free men and free peoples in every quarter of the globe. Let us learn the lessons
already taught by such cruel experience. Let us redouble our exertions, and strike with united
strength while life and power remain.”4

In a text dictated on February 4, 1945, and included in his Political Testament, Hitler
analyzed Churchill’s refusal. According to him, Churchill should have understood England’s
need to “come to terms with me,” in order to preserve the “balance of power” and maintain
Europe’s independence from the “two giants, the United States and Russia”; “When I attacked
eastwards and lanced the communist abscess, I hoped thereby to rekindle a spark of common
sense in the minds of the Western Powers. I gave them the chance, without lifting a finger, of
making a contribution to an act of catharsis, in which they could have safely left the task of
disinfecting the West in our hands alone. [...] I had underestimated the power of Jewish
domination over Churchill’s England.”** What Hitler could not understand was that, behind the
scenes of Anglo-American power, it had been decided not only that Nazi Germany was a worse
enemy than the USSR, but that the USSR was not an enemy to be defeated at all. In fact, the
leadership had decided to deliver half of Europe to Stalin.

“An old Zionist like [Churchill]”

Another thing that Hitler could not know is how deeply Churchill was committed to helping
Weizmann make the war the springboard for the foundation of Israel. It was only after his
retirement that Churchill confessed. He declared publicly, on the fourth anniversary of the
independence of Israel, that he had been “a Zionist from the days of the Balfour Declaration,”
and he wrote to US President Eisenhower in 1956: “I am, of course, a Zionist, and have been
ever since the Balfour Declaration.”3#

Churchill’s Zionism helps explain how the Balfour Declaration became such a cornerstone of
British policy. Churchill had always claimed that the intention of the Balfour Declaration was
that Palestine might in the course of time become ‘“an overwhelmingly Jewish State.” In his 1920
article “Zionism versus Bolshevism” he had already affirmed the British Government’s
responsibility “of securing for the Jewish race all over the world a home and a centre of national
life. [...] if, as may well happen, there should be created in our own lifetime by the banks of the



Jordan a Jewish State under the protection of the British Crown, which might comprise three or
four millions of Jews, an event would have occurred in the history of the world which would,
from every point of view, be beneficial, and would be especially in harmony with the truest
interests of the British Empire.”

In 1922, as Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, Churchill issued a White Paper crafted
to reassure the Arabs, whose apprehensions, it said, “are partly based upon exaggerated
interpretations of the meaning of the [Balfour] Declaration.” By “a Jewish National Home in
Palestine,” the Declaration “does not mean a Jewish government to dominate Arabs. [...] We
cannot tolerate the expropriation of one set of people by another.” Yet that White Paper imposed
no limitation to Jewish immigration in Palestine, nor to the purchase of lands by Jews, which
were the great concerns of the Arabs. It simply said, in terms alarmingly vague: “For the
fulfillment of this policy it is necessary that the Jewish community in Palestine should be able to
increase its numbers by immigration. This immigration cannot be so great in volume as to exceed
whatever may be the economic capacity of the country at the time to absorb new arrivals. [...]
Hitherto the immigration has fulfilled these conditions.” Moreover, if Churchill’s White Paper
said that Jews will not rule over Arabs, it could be understood to mean that they will rule in a
land free of Arabs. It was, therefore, carte blanche for the Zionist plan.

In 1939, a new Labour majority undermined Churchill’s influence in Parliament. A new
White Paper was voted for by a large majority, which limited Jewish immigration to 75,000 for
the next five years, with the stated purpose of preserving an Arab majority in Palestine. This was
a serious reversal of policy regarding Zionism: The 1939 White Paper was unequivocally against
letting Palestine become a Jewish State. This provoked not only a strong protest from Ben-
Gurion’s Jewish Agency, but also the mobilization of military groups (Haganah, and its offshoot
the Irgun) against the British authorities in Palestine.2*

Churchill fought relentlessly against this 1939 White Paper, which he regarded as a betrayal
of Great Britain’s commitment to the Balfour Declaration. His thoughts, he would say in 1942,
were “99 per cent identical” with Weizmann’s. He had often consulted him in private meetings
since 1919. In May 1939, the new White Paper was debated in the House of Commons.
Churchill invited Weizmann to his London apartment to go over his speech and, as Weizmann
recalled in his memoirs, “he asked me if I had any changes to suggest.” In 1951, Churchill would
refer to himself, in a letter to Weizmann, as “an old Zionist like me.”

In the words of Martin Gilbert, author of Churchill and the Jews: A Lifelong Friendship (who
also documents Churchill’s intimate family ties with the Rothschilds and other Jewish bankers),
Churchill “refused to allow the 1939 White Paper, despite its passage into law by an
overwhelming majority of Members of Parliament, to come into effect. This was certainly
unconstitutional.” In December 1939, as Weizmann was planning a trip to the USA, the Foreign
Office sent a telegram to the British Ambassador in the USA reiterating the guidelines of the new
White Paper. Churchill protested to his War Cabinet colleagues that this would undermine
Weizmann’s endeavor “to bring United States opinion as far as he possibly can on to our side.”
In a memorandum that he wrote for the War Cabinet on Christmas Day 1939, he expressed his
opposition to the restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine by reminding his Cabinet
colleagues that: “it was not for light or sentimental reasons that Lord Balfour and the
Government of 1917 made the promises to the Zionists which have been the cause of so much
subsequent discussion. The influence of American Jewry was rated then as a factor of the highest
importance, and we did not feel ourselves in such a strong position as to be able to treat it with
indifference. [...] when the future is full of measureless uncertainties, I should have thought it



was more necessary, even than in November 1917, to conciliate American Jewry and enlist their
aid in combating isolationist and indeed anti-British tendencies in the United States.” In another
memorandum dated 19 May 1941, Churchill expressed his hope for the establishment after the
war of a “Jewish State of Western Palestine” with the fullest rights for immigration and
development, and with provision “for expansion in the desert regions to the southwards which
they would gradually reclaim.”3

In 1945, Churchill was defeated by a Labour majority. The new Prime Minister, Clement
Attlee, appointed Ernest Bevin, a man not well disposed toward Zionism, as Foreign Secretary.
Churchill understood that the new British government would stick by the 1939 White Paper, and
that the hopes of Zionism now rested on the USA. He then argued for the UK to give up on “a
responsibility which we are failing to discharge and which in the process is covering us with
blood and shame,” and to return the Mandate to the United Nations. As soon as the British
handed the Mandate back to the UN, the Zionists declared the founding of the State of Israel,
which the US and the Soviet Union immediately recognized. Churchill urged the British
Government to do the same. In 1955, he even supported a suggestion by James de Rothschild
that Israel, the nation that had founded itself by ousting Great Britan from Palestine by terrorism,
should now be admitted to the British Commonwealth: “It would be a wonderful thing,” he said
during a lunch at Buckingham Palace. “So many people want to leave us; it might be the turning
of the tide.”

Birth of the “Jewish State”

The fate of Palestine was not on the agenda of the Yalta Conference (February 1945); Franklin
Roosevelt wanted to discuss it first with King Ibn Saud of Arabia. He did so immediately after
the conference, from February 12 to 14, 1945, aboard the cruiser USS Quincy. Ibn Saud
expressed his fears about the consequences of US support for the Zionists and Roosevelt gave
him his word, confirmed by a letter dated April 5, that he “would take no action, in my capacity
as Chief of the Executive Branch of this Government, which might prove hostile to the Arab
people.” In describing his meeting with Ibn Saud, Roosevelt told Congress: “On the problem of
Arabia,” he said, “I learned more about that whole problem—the Moslem problem, the Jewish
problem—by talking with Ibn Saud for five minutes than I could have learned in the exchange of
two or three dozen letters.”!

Roosevelt died on April 12th, “If Roosevelt had not died, there might not have been a Jewish
state,” has commented Nahum Goldmann, one of Zionism’s most influential representatives with
Ben-Gurion and Weizmann. (He was president of the World Jewish Congress and the World
Zionist Organization from 1956 to 1968.) “Our great luck was that Roosevelt was replaced by
Harry Truman, who was a simple and upright man. He said, ‘My friends are Jews; the Jews want
the partition, so I am giving it to them.””*>? David Niles, Roosevelt’s assistant “for minorities”
(i.e., for the Jews), expressed the same feeling to Stephen Isaacs: “Had Roosevelt lived, Israel
would probably not have become a state.”*> Niles, one of the few FDR advisors retained by
Truman, was the gray eminence of Zionism in the White House. It was he who, behind Truman’s
back but on his behalf, orchestrated the campaign of intimidation and corruption that obtained a
two-thirds majority in favor of the 1947 Partition Plan at the General Assembly of the United
Nations.?>*

In his Memoirs published in 1956, Truman commented—in eloquent but somewhat
hypocritical terms—on the circumstances of the vote: “The facts were that not only were there
pressure movements around the United Nations unlike anything that had been seen there before



but that the White House, too, was subjected to a constant barrage. I do not think I ever had as
much pressure and propaganda aimed at the White House as I had in this instance. The
persistence of a few of the extreme Zionist leaders—actuated by political motives and engaging
in political threats—disturbed and annoyed me. Some were even suggesting that we pressure
sovereign nations into favorable votes in the General Assembly.”33

In December 1945, a few months after Roosevelt’s death, Truman publicly expressed his
aversion to the idea of a “Jewish state”: “The Palestine Government [...] should be the
Government of the people of Palestine, irrespective of race, creed or color.”**¢ However, on May
15, 1948, Truman recognized the State of Israel ten minutes after the announcement of its
unilateral proclamation. This decision went against the recommendations of his secretary of state
George Marshall, his defense secretary James Forrestal and all his advisers, as well as British
Foreign Minister Ernest Benin. Moreover, it betrayed the spirit of the Quincy Pact. How was
Truman “turned around”? Based on documents revealed by the Truman Library in 2003, an
article in the Jewish World Review entitled “Truman did it to save his own skin” shows that his
recognition of the Jewish state was strongly advised by his campaign director Clark Clifford,
with the aim of securing the famous “Jewish vote” (a half-fiction cleverly maintained by the
Zionist elites to increase their power) but also in exchange for campaign funding. Truman’s
patron Abraham Feinberg, president of the Americans for Haganah Incorporated, which raised
money for the Jewish militia against the Arabs, made no secret of having funded the Truman
campaign in recorded testimony for the Truman Library in 1973.3%

On May 28, 1949, a year after his recognition of the Jewish state—and six days after the
alleged suicide of US Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, who more than anyone else had tried
to deter Truman from recognizing Israel—Truman expressed in a letter to the government of
Ben-Gurion his “deep disappointment at the Israeli refusal to make any of the desired
concessions on refugees and boundaries.” He demanded Israel’s withdrawal to the borders of the
UN Partition Plan and, in a pathetic plea revealing his helplessness, warned that if Israel pursued
this path, “the U.S. will regretfully be forced to the conclusion that a revision of its attitude
toward Israel has become unavoidable.” Ten days later Truman received an answer indicating
that “The war has proved the indispensability to the survival of Israel of certain vital areas not
comprised originally in the share of the Jewish state.” As for the Palestinian refugees, they were
“members of an aggressor group defeated in a war of its own making.”23%

Truman should have known as early as 1947 that Israel, founded as a “Jewish State” on the
“Land of Israel” by its Declaration of Independence, would not be content with the borders
granted by the UN Partition Resolution of November 29, 1947. Many of the “founding fathers”
of Israel rejected the Partition in the name of the sacred principle of “The Sanctity of the
Indivisibility of the Land,” to quote from Menachem Begin: “The dismembering of our
homeland was illegal. It will never be recognized. The signature of institutions and individuals
on the dissection contract it totally invalid.” Ben-Gurion signed the resolution in November, but
only after having warned, in May, that “We want the Land of Israel in its entirety,” and before
declaring in December that the boundaries assigned to Israel by the resolution were “not final.”3>?

Ben-Gurion’s government later refrained from such a politically damaging public stance, but
it surfaced again in the euphoria of the 1967 conquest. According to Yitzhak Tabenkin, a
founding father of Zionism from the 1930s, “The goal of our entire project was then, and
remains: a Greater Israel within its natural and ancient borders; from the Mediterranean to the
desert and from Lebanon to the Dead Sea—as the reborn homeland of the entire Jewish people.
This is the original Zionist ideal.” It was advocated as public policy by dozens of prominent



Israelis who wrote and signed the document “For a Greater Israel” published in September
1967 .29 Israel has not yet, to this day, endowed itself with a constitution, which would oblige it
to define its borders, that is to say, what it means by “the land of Israel.”

By defining itself as a “Jewish state,” Israel also included racial discrimination in its birth
certificate. A constitutional law was passed in 1985 to prohibit political parties from opposing
this principle.2®! Just five years after the end of the Second World War, Israel adopted the Law of
Return that prevented the 1948 Palestinian refugees from returning to their villages. As Haim
Cohen, former judge of the Supreme Court of Israel, remarked: “The bitter irony of fate decreed
that the same biological and racist argument extended by the Nazis, and which inspired the
inflammatory laws of Nuremberg, serve as the basis for the official definition of Jewishness in
the bosom of the state of Israel.”%

Even before its birth, it was clear that Israel would carry in its genes, not only colonialist
expansion and racial discrimination, but also terrorism, trademarked by the “false flag™ strategy.
The Irgun, a right-wing militia founded in 1931 as an offshoot of the Haganah, on the ideological
basis of Jabotinsky’s Revisionist Zionism, whose leaders included future prime minister
Menachem Begin, carried out dozens of bombings and other attacks against Palestinian and
British targets between 1937 and 1948 (when it was integrated into the newly created Israeli
army). Its most high-profile attack was the bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem on
July 22, 1946. The hotel was the British administrative and military headquarters. Six Irgun
terrorists dressed as Arabs entered the building and deposited around the central pillar 225 kg of
TNT hidden in milk cans, while other militiamen were spreading explosives along the access
roads to the hotel to prevent the arrival of rescuers. The stratagem failed when a British officer
grew suspicious and intervened; a shooting ensued. The commandos fled and detonated the
explosives, killing ninety-two people, twenty-eight of them British and fifteen Jewish.

In his 1951 autobiography, Menachem (Volfovitz) Begin, former leader of the Irgun and
founder of the Herut, forerunner of today’s Likud Party, vaunted the importance of his terrorist
actions for the founding of the Zionist state. In his autobiography 7he Revolt, Menachem Begin
brags about “the military victory at Deir Yassin,” because the news of this slaughter of 254
villagers (mostly unarmed men, women, and children) immediately led to the “maddened,
uncontrollable stampede of 635,000 Arabs. [...] The political and economic significance of this
development can hardly be overestimated.”%

“Irgun was from the beginning organized on the strictly conspiratorial lines of a terrorist
underground movement,” writes disillusioned Zionist Arthur Koestler. As for the members of the
Lehi (also known as the Stern Gang), a splinter group of the Irgun founded by Avraham Stern in
1940, which would subsequently be led by another future Israeli prime minister, Yitzhak Shamir,
they “were believers in unrestricted and indiscriminate terror.”?* On November 6, 1944,
members of Lehi (otherwise known as the Stern Gang) assassinated Lord Moyne, the British
resident minister in the Middle East, for his anti-Zionist positions. (The bodies of his murderers,
executed in Egypt, were later exchanged for twenty Arab prisoners and buried at the “monument
of heroes” in Jerusalem). On September 17, 1948, the same terrorist group murdered in
Jerusalem Count Folke Bernadotte, a Swedish diplomat appointed United Nations mediator in
Palestine. He had just submitted his report A/648, which described “large-scale Zionist
plundering and destruction of villages,” and concluded that the “return of the Arab refugees
rooted in this land for centuries” was necessary. His assassin, Nathan Friedman-Yellin, was
arrested, convicted, and then amnestied; in 1960 he was elected to the Knesset.2%

The “Human Material”



Anti-Zionist rabbi Moshe Shonfeld claimed that the Zionists had, during World War II,
knowingly aggravated the Holocaust, as a necessary founding sacrifice for their Jewish state.
Relying on numerous testimonies, he thus summarized the politics of the Zionist leaders: “The
shedding of Jewish blood in the Diaspora is necessary in order for us to demand the
establishment of a ‘Jewish’ state before a peace commission. Money will be sent to save a group
of ‘chalutzim’ (pioneers), while the remainder of Czech Jewry must resign itself to annihilation
in the Auschwitz crematoria.” In other words, “The Zionist leaders saw the spilt Jewish blood of
the holocaust as grease for the wheels of the Jewish national state.”3%

In 1948, when international recognition was achieved, Israel’s goal was twofold: territorial
expansion through annexation and ethnic cleansing of Arab territories, and demographic
expansion through mass immigration. The first objective required that tensions be maintained in
order to provide pretexts for the enlargement of borders by force. As for the immigrants needed
to colonize the conquered territories, they would be acquired by whatever means might be
necessary. In the 1940s, the first “human material” (to use Theodor Herzl’s own phrase from The
Jewish State) came from the Jewish “refugees” who had fled or been deported during the war.

We have seen how behind the scenes, the Zionists opposed refugees being welcomed
anywhere other than Palestine, in accordance with the principle enunciated by Ben-Gurion in
1935: “We must give a Zionist response to the catastrophe faced by German Jewry—to turn this
disaster into an opportunity to develop our country.” Again on December 8, 1942, Ben-Gurion
declared at the Mapai general assembly: “It is the job of Zionism not to save the remnant of
Israel in Europe but rather to save the land of Israel for the Jewish people and the Yishuw.”%
Early in 1944, Roosevelt recommenced opening the borders of allied countries to Jewish
refugees, but his efforts again clashed with the opposition of Jewish representative elites. When
Morris Ernst, sent by Roosevelt to London to discuss the project, returned with British agreement
to welcome 150,000 refugees, Roosevelt was satisfied: “150,000 to England—150,000 to match
that in the United States—pick up 200,000 or 300,000 elsewhere and we can start with half a
million of these oppressed people.” But a week later, Roosevelt announced to Ernst the
abandonment of the project “because the dominant vocal Jewish leadership of America won’t
stand for it.” The Zionists “know they can raise vast sums for Palestine by saying to donors,
‘There is no other place for this poor Jew to go.” But if there is a world political asylum, they
cannot raise their money.” Incredulous, Ernst made the rounds of his Jewish contacts. He wrote
in his memoirs that “active Jewish leaders decried, sneered and then attacked me as if I were a
traitor. At one dinner party I was openly accused of furthering this plan of freer immigration
[into the US] in order to undermine political Zionism.”3%

Truman’s efforts were similarly hampered. Rabbi Philip Bernstein, who was in 1946 adviser
on Jewish affairs to the US high commissioner in Germany, testified in 1950 in the Yiddish
Bulletin that he had lied to the president by making him believe that the overwhelming majority
of Jewish refugees wanted to settle in Palestine. In reality, they wanted either to return where
they came from or to emigrate to the United States. Rabbi Abraham Klausner, chaplain and
“father figure” at the Dachau concentration camp after its liberation in April 1945, wrote in a
report of May 2, 1948, to the American Jewish Conference: “I am convinced that the people
must be forced to go to Palestine. They are neither prepared to understand their own position nor
the promises of the future. [...] It must be borne in mind that we are dealing with a sick people.
They are not to be asked, but to be told, what to do.” The means of “forcing” them to emigrate
into Palestine against their will included propaganda (rumors of pogroms in the United States),
harassment, and confiscation of food.*®



The operation was a success: between 1945 and 1952, nearly one million Jews settled in the
territories evacuated by the Palestinians. Until 1948, this still had to be done in violation of
British rule. But it could be done with the approval of world public opinion, provided the right
symbols were mobilized. And what more powerful symbol than the Exodus, the eternally
recyclable myth of the Jewish people in desperate search of its Promised Land? On July 11,
1947, 4,500 refugees from Displaced Persons camps in Germany, selected by the organization in
charge of Zionist clandestine immigration (Mossad Le’aliyah Beth) and smuggled to the south of
France, embarked from there for Palestine, aboard a vessel that, at sea, was renamed Exodus
1947 in order to attract more media attention. The British prevented the ship from landing. Three
refugees were killed and dozens were wounded in the violent clashes. The British returned the
refugees to their French port of origin, but the French government, headed by Léon Blum, agreed
with the Zionists to prevent them from disembarking. They were finally sent back to Germany,
which generated worldwide sympathy for them and protests against the British.2Z

The victims of Nazism were not the only ones “convinced” to immigrate to Israel. The
Zionists also coveted the Jews of the Arab countries, especially those of Irag—descendants of
the millennial community of Babylon—who were unwilling to emigrate. The chief rabbi of Iraq,
Khedourin Sassoon, spiritual leader of his community for forty-eight years, declared in 1950:
“Iraqi Jews will be forever against Zionism. Jews and Arabs have enjoyed the same rights and
privileges for 1000 years and do not regard themselves as a distinctive separate part of this
nation.”3!

The Zionists then used a method that they later perfected: the fabrication of false anti-Semitic
acts. Between 1950 and 1951, the city of Baghdad was hit by a series of explosions targeting
Iraqi Jews, causing deaths, injuries, and material damage. These bombings, blamed on Arab
nationalists, spread fear in the Jewish community. On the very night of the first attack, Zionist
tracts were already circulating, enjoining “all the tribe of Zion living in Babylon” to make its
Aliyah. An Iraqi court later convicted about 20 people for these bombings. All were members of
the secret Iraqi Zionist organization. Approximately 125,000 Jews had meanwhile left Iraq for
Israel.*2 These new Israelis of Iraqi origin soon complained of discrimination. One of them,
Naeim Giladi, testified in his book of the racism which then prevailed among the Ashkenazi
toward the Jews of the Middle East and Africa (descendants of converted Berbers or Sephardic
Jews exiled in the sixteenth century) and who were subjected to aggressive eugenic measures.Z

The Soviet Union and Israel

The Eastern European Ashkenazim nevertheless remained the main reservoir of Jews coveted by
the Zionist state. Since they were in the Soviet Union or its satellites, their immigration was
subject to Stalin’s goodwill, and relations between Israel and Stalin would deteriorate.

Until 1947, the historic founders of Israel had skillfully exploited the rivalry between the US
and Soviet empires in order to persuade each of them to support the UN Partition Plan (and bring
with them the countries in their respective spheres of influence) by offering to both parties the
prospect of a strategic alliance in the Middle East. Truman’s support for the creation of a Jewish
state was unsurprising, but Stalin’s was unexpected. Using newly uncovered documents from
Russian archives, Laurent Rucker shows, in Moscow’s Surprise, that Soviet support resulted
from years of secret diplomatic dealings that started in January 1941 in London, when Ivan
Maisky, Moscow’s ambassador to London, met with Chaim Weizmann, then in November with
Ben-Gurion, who was on his way to the United States. On that occasion, Maisky stated to Ben-
Gurion, “You are going to America. You will render us a great service if you will impress upon



people there the urgency of helping us; we need tanks, guns, planes—as many as possible, and
above all, as soon as possible.” In 1943, Maisky was transferred to Moscow to prepare for the
future peace conferences, and stopped in Palestine on the way, to meet with Ben-Gurion. From
that time, writes Rucker, “contact between Soviet and Zionist representatives intensified as plans
for the postwar order were formulated.” In return for Zionist help in securing US military support
for the Soviet Union in 1941-1943, the Soviet Union would provide “political, military, and
demographic support for the Zionist movement” from 1947 to 19493

Recognizing the Jewish state on May 14, 1948, Stalin had good reason to hope that Israel
would lean on the Soviet side in the Cold War that was looming. After all, the Israeli Labor
Party, the founding and majority party, was of socialist and collectivist orientation. Israel thus
obtained from the Soviets the armaments that enabled it to fight the Arab countries hostile to the
new state in 1948, even while the United States was respecting the UN arms embargo. The
weapons came from Czechoslovakia, where the great Skoda arsenal had passed from the Nazis to
the Communists. Without these weapons, it is likely that the State of Israel would not have
survived. Moreover, more than two hundred thousand Jews, mainly from Poland, but also from
Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria, were allowed to emigrate to Palestine, after the British
withdrawal, during the years 1948—1952.

Stalin, however, was not long in noticing the double game Israel was playing in asking for
American support. Moreover, Stalin was concerned about the unexpected and overwhelming
enthusiasm of the Soviet Jews for Israel and their massive demand for emigration. When Golda
Meir (born Mabovitch in Kiev) moved to Moscow as the first ambassador of the State of Israel,
five months after the official foundation of the Jewish state, her arrival aroused a suspicious
enthusiasm among the Russian Jewish population: fifty thousand Jews went to the synagogue on
the Saturday following her arrival. Golda Meir missed no occasion to remind Russian Jews that
their current country of residence was not their true home, and “every one of her public
appearances was accompanied by a demonstration of Soviet Jewish identification with Israel,”
writes Yuri Slezkine 22

Stalin was also concerned about the loyalty of Soviet Jews in the war against America, where
many had relatives.*”* He began to repress the resurgence of Jewish nationalism in November
1948, arresting the leaders of the influential Anti-Fascist Jewish Committee, and closing many
Jewish institutions in the country. On January 15, 1953, nine doctors, including seven Jews, were
accused by Stalin of conspiracy to poison him. This affair of the “Jewish doctors” caused an
uproar in the West. “Stalin will succeed where Hitler failed,” predicted Commentary, press organ
of the American Jewish Committee. “He will finally wipe out the Jews of Central and Eastern
Europe. [...] The parallel with the policy of Nazi extermination is almost complete.”*Z On
February 11, the USSR broke off diplomatic relations with Israel. It was in this context that
Stalin died suddenly, on the morning of March 6, 1953, at the age of seventy-four, officially of a
cerebral hemorrhage, but more likely of poisoning. A month later, the “Jewish doctors” were
released.

The 1950s were marked by the disaffection of many European Communists, some of whom
converted to Trotskyism. Their denunciation of Soviet anti-Semitism made it possible to forget
the strong involvement of Jews in the Red Terror. Thus, for example, Annie Kriegel left the
French Communist Party, the PCF, in 1956 to devote herself to writing a critical history of
communism. In her 1982 book Israél est-il coupable? (Is Israel Guilty?) Kriegel absolved Israel
of the massacres of Sabra and Shatila, casting the accusation as far-left propaganda. In the same
year, she founded the journal Communisme with Stéphane Courtois, who, after her death,



directed the publication of The Black Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression (1997),
which sold over a million copies worldwide. That volume succeeds in exposing the crimes of
Communism (80 million deaths) without ever mentioning the Jewish component of the
Communist forces in Europe.

Nasser, the Useful Enemy

In the United States, after Truman’s two terms, General Dwight Eisenhower was elected
president in November 1952. Although he had previously been a member of Roosevelt’s
Democratic Party, he ran on the Republican ticket, at the invitation of a faction that wanted to
block the natural leader of the Republican Party—Robert Taft, a senator who had protested
against Roosevelt’s military and economic support to the USSR. In 1948, Taft had also
courageously denounced the Nuremberg trials, which in his view violated the basic principles of
justice. Taft then opposed the formation of NATO in 1949; Eisenhower, in contrast, had just
been appointed first commander-in-chief of this military alliance. “lke” would become the
president of the Cold War, and his two inaugural addresses (January 1953 and 1957) were
entirely devoted to this subject. Eisenhower was the first of a long series of American presidents
who would mention his support of Israel during election campaigns: “The state of Israel is
democracy’s outpost in the Middle East and every American who loves liberty must join the
effort to make secure forever the future of this newest member in the family of nations” (October
16, 1952).38

In 1948, the Arab countries had proven totally unfit to confront the Israeli intruder due to
their dissensions, corruptions, and betrayals. But in 1952, a more formidable enemy stood
against Israel in the person of Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, who took power in Egypt and soon
became a hero of Arab nationalism and, even more dangerously, pan-Arabism. Nasser’s
willingness to recognize Israel within the borders of the Partition made him an even more
formidable obstacle to the secret project of Israeli expansionism. Israeli hawks reacted with a
new, highly confrontational policy aimed at creating pretexts for attacking Egypt and conquering
new lands, while discrediting Nasser in the eyes of the West so as to prevent any alliance
between Egypt and the West. If Nasser—the founder of a secular democratic state—allied with
the Americans, they would apply irresistible diplomatic and economic pressure forcing Israel to
accept peace on a territorial basis deemed insufficient by the Zionists. The Zionist strategy thus
was to ensure that Israel was perceived in Washington, London, and Paris as the only reliable
bastion of anti-communism in the Middle East, while simultaneously portraying Nasser’s Egypt
as a communist ally. The Cold War was the indispensable context for achieving these objectives,
which is why a climate of anti-communist paranoia had to be maintained among the American
people and elite. Zionist propaganda did not hesitate to demonize Nasser by comparing him to
Hitler: Ben-Gurion called him a “fascist dictator” while Menachem Begin insisted that he was
surrounded by Nazi emissaries.2Z

Nasser’s priority in 1952 was to ensure that the British withdrew from the Suez Canal in
1956, as provided for by the agreement passed twenty years earlier. He needed this diplomatic
victory to obtain sufficient credibility in the eyes of his people to weaken his internal enemy, the
Muslim Brotherhood, and thus be in a position to negotiate with Israel. Israel’s hawks therefore
decided to prevent this historic turn, with the aim of keeping Egypt cast as an enemy of the West.
In the summer of 1954, four days before British Secretary of State for War Anthony Head
traveled to Cairo to prepare for the withdrawal, Egyptian Jews trained in Israel committed
several false flag bomb attacks against British targets, designed to be blamed on the Muslim



Brotherhood. Dan Kurzman, Ben-Gurion’s hagiographer, sums up the logic of this psychological
operation: “Why not blow up American and British property in Egypt ? Washington and London
would think Nasser couldn’t control the extremist Moslem Brotherhood or the Communists. And
if he cracked down on them, all the better. They would retaliate and there would be no end to
violence in Egypt. Would Britain leave the strategic Suez Canal to a nation in flames? Would
America let it? Presumably not.”3%

Operation Susannah, the second confirmed case of false flag terrorism in modern history,
failed due to the arrest of one of the bombers, leading to the apprehension of twelve other Israeli
agents. The scandal came to be known as the “Lavon Affair,” named after the minister of defense
Pinhas Lavon who took the blame. The goal, in the words of the head of Israeli military
intelligence Benjamin Givli, was “to break the West’s confidence in the existing [Egyptian]
regime.”®! The scandal was played down in the Israeli and US media, and it was not until 2005
that the Israeli state recognized its responsibility. In the 1950s, however, Israel exploited the
incident by making its population believe that innocent Israeli agents had been victims of
Egyptian anti-Semitism.32

Moshe Sharett, minister of foreign affairs from 1948 to 1956 and prime minister from 1954
to 1955 (who grew up in contact with the Arabs and knew their language and culture, unlike the
Ashkenazi who constituted the majority of the government) advocated moderate Zionism and
respect for international law. He was opposed by Ben-Gurion’s hawks, who conceived of the
Arabs as a primitive enemy that had to be crushed purely by force.2* This clan, Sharett wrote
regretfully in his newspaper in 1955, wanted “to set the Middle East on fire,” “to frighten the
West into supporting Israel’s aims,” and thus “raises terrorism to the level of a sacred principle.”
Sharett included in this condemnation Pinhas Lavon and Moshe Dayan, as well as Shimon Peres,
who would eventually become president of Israel at the age of 84.3%

There were no limits to what the Israeli hawks would do to sabotage the dialogue between
Sharrett and Nasser and to prevent a lasting entente between Israel and Egypt. Using the pretext
of the death of an Israeli during an infiltration operation by Palestinians—on land stolen from
them—Ariel Sharon attacked Gaza on February 28, 1955, forcing Nasser to break off
negotiations with Sharrett and driving the latter to resign. The hawks returned to power.
Paradoxically, it was the Israeli attack on Gaza that caused the outburst of indignation necessary
for the formation of a Palestinian nationalist movement: “The Israelis probably saved us from
extinction with that attack,” said Yasser Arafat.?®2 The creation of Fatah (Palestine Liberation
Movement) in 1958 complicated Nasser’s task, but, recognizing Arafat’s determination and
political intelligence, as well as his uncontested leadership in the eyes of his people, Nasser
became his protector and main supporter