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Bridging the Chasm

 
Contrary to common wisdom, the chasm between Israel and the European Union is not primarily a rift in international relations. Israel maintains friendly contacts with most of the European nations. It has a preferred status in the E.U. in trade relations and scientific exchanges. Despite bitter diplomatic reproaches of Israel’s settlement and military policies, the E.U. has maintained its commitment to Israel’s existence and security. And while the E.U. may have neither a focused Middle Eastern vision, nor an orchestrated policy on global affairs, it is nonetheless deeply committed to its part in the international "Quartet" advancing peace negotiations. 


A chasm nevertheless exists, and it is far more tragic than a mere diplomatic fallout would be. Societies, not governments, are moving apart. Israelis and European — not just Israel and the E.U. — are more estranged than they have ever been.


This is a recent development. Cultural and human communication lines have gone awry. It was not quite so in the mid-twentieth century, not even in the aftermath of the destruction of European Jewry by the Nazis. In 1950, the majority of Israel’s population was European by birth and education. Back then, many Europeans remembered Jewish neighbours and friends personally. European cultures had fresh memories of their former Jewish members, and Israeli culture was an offspring newly weaned, in the bloodiest manner, from what so many people still took to be their mother-continent, mother-culture and mother tongues. 

Such tortuous intimacy is not what we experience today. A generation has died; cultural ties have largely been severed or have gone stale; history has retreated into academia; memory has blurred into ritual platitudes. Ignorance prevails. “Six million Jews?” asked the French exchange student in Freiburg, her eyes wide with horror, “But that is terrible! I had no idea! Are you sure?” No one ever told her. And there was the nice elderly lady from Budapest who asked me whether many people in Israel still speak Jewish.


One mustn’t underplay the fascination with and commitment of many educated Europeans to the Jewish past of their countries, but much of this energy is dedicated to scholarship, museums and monuments. Little of it reaches out to the living world of Europe’s lost Jewish millenium, let lone the living world of its Israeli descendants today. Furthermore, Europe, as a nascent federation, barely relates to its collective cultural past. A former French prime minister responded with a wistful smile when I told him of my quest for a new dialogue with Europe. The E.U., he said, is not ripe for historical dialogue — it is still largely an economic and administrative superstructure.

 
This cultural, historical and moral black hole cannot be neglected any longer. Not after the bad start of the 21st century, the breakdown of the Oslo agreements, the eruption of Palestinian-Israeli violence and the aftermath of September 11. As the stakes and tensions of Middle Eastern politics shoot up, the European-Israeli chasm becomes not just saddening, but also dangerous. In a climate of mutual distrust, the E.U., national governments and European opinion leaders cannot help restore peace in the Middle East.

 
Perhaps more time is needed for the E.U. to absorb is 10 incoming members, craft its constitution and create its cultural personality. Be as we await the maturity of this process, the dialogue between Europeans and Israelis is losing all traces of subtlety.

 
In the view of many Europeans, particulary of the New and Old Left, Israel is a colonial country perpetrating the crimes of the old and evil Europe in the colonial battlefield of the Middle East. It is trigger-happy, soil-hungry and atavistic. It embodies the worst of erstwhile European sins: imperialism, militarism and crude power politics. Even worse, Israel has converted the Jews from a persecuted people to a nation of oppressors: The victims have become storm troopers.


People who hold such views are not ignorant in the ordinary sense, nor are they merely malicious. They are educated people whose views range from a denunciation of the Sharon government, to a wholesale disgust with the state of Israel. Most critics of Israel would angrily refute any charge of anti-Semitism, and in most cases, they would be justified.

 
There is, however, a slippery slope between offhand rejection of Israel’s current policies and the deepening chasm of remembrance. Europeans increasingly turn away from the Holocaust as a living memory. By no means do they forget its victims; but these victims are monumentalized to such a degree that they are no longer connected to their living progeny. Martyrs, especially in the Christian imagination, are not supposed to have living – and kicking – grandchildren. It is a grave mistake for Europeans to forget that Israel today, collective neuroses and all, displays variety of human reactions to a very real catastrophe only two generations ago.

 
Today, a new kind of dialogue is urgently needed. Many urge Israelis to return to Europe, to restore a critical relationship and historical partnership. Europe, for its part, cannot neglect its Jewish past if it wants a political foothold in the Middle East, and if it wishes to create a cultural identity for itself.

 
For decades. Germany has assumed Europe’s voice in conducting this dialogue with Israel. The guilt-ridden first and second generations of post-war Germans were those who presented Israel with its economic and political safety net, made the first large investments in science, education and transportation, and granted Israel its special status in what was originally known as the European Common Market. In terms of historical memory, too, the European-Israeli dialogue was largely Germanic. 


Three results have emerged from this process, none of which simplify the dialogue between Israelis and Europeans today. First, relations between Israel and Europe have remained relations between governments. The memory of the Holocaust, in particular, has been formalized. Government officials have overseen the creation of monuments and museums, textbooks and memory rituals. Only recently have Israelis begun to make their way to Europe, to their family and personal pasts. But very few Europeans, including Germans, go in the opposite direction and try to discover present-day Israel.

 
Second, most nations — most notably France — whose relations with Israel have been based on realpolitik and opportunism, seldom troubled themselves to carry on a genuine historical and cultural dialogue with Israel. Other nations, notably Eastern European nations under communist regimes, have disavowed their own Jewish history. Still others have only paid lip service to the imprints of millennia of Jewish European existence. Writers and intellectuals often have a longer memory. But how many school children living next door to the Judengasse, The Old Jewry or the Montjuic, know anything of their former residents? 

The third issue derives from the second: The memory of the Holocaust threatens to eradicate the Jewish-European millenium. It blurs the significant role Jews had in building modern Europe — not as hapless victims, but as active and effective thinkers and doers. I have written elsewhere, and much more must be said, of the Hebrew and Jewish origins of European republicanism, political progress, freedom of thought, and yes, European federalism. During their European millenium, Jews were not merely guests-gone-bad; they were active agents in Europe’s modernization.

 
Modern Israel, too, owes a great deal to its European sources. Founded as a social democracy by a largely Eastern European-born leadership, it always managed to put democracy above socialism, separation of powers above the delusion of equality, and a strong judiciary above political charisma. Founded on European ideas of majority rule and freedom of thought it remained, in its own vocal way, true to these principles. Not least because two European values that Israel carries deep in its chromosomes - the quest for humane social justice and the loveof a good argument — are among the ancient Jewish legacies bequeathed, over centuries, to Europe itself. Israeli public discourse, even at its worst, has always been deeply self-critical, genuinely pluralistic, and profoundly free. This came from the best of Europe, Europe when Jews still resided there.


In this context, the great error of the European Union is that it ignores Israeli civil society in favour of official Israel. The process of bringing Israel and Europe closer together again must take place mainly between societies and cultures, not between governments. Europe itself is currently changing its image and may possibly begin to revive its long-term memory. Some of the 10 new nations from Central and Eastern Europe that will join the European Union next year bear powerful remnants of the past Jewish-European millenium.The presence of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic may help initiate broach a long-term historical relationship between Europeans and Israelis.


The importance of this relationship can not be understated. During the last decade, Israeli historical tourism has brought many native-born Israelis to Castile, Prague, Berlin and Auschwitz. Only now are we returning to the Europe that has shaped and molded, to some degree, the fate and the ideas of all Israelis, Jews and Arabs, Sephardi and Ashkenazi, modern and traditional. Similarly, the numerous fingerprints our ancestors left in Europe should provide us with a sense of belonging that transcends issues of the E.U. membership and trade agreements. Our stake in modern Europe can be claimed in the form of cultural real estate, enriching human lives regardless of religion and nationality. I, for one, am proud to think that Arab immigrants can now find a safe haven in Europe thanks, in part, to the moral ideas and notions of tolerance that a less fortunate minority, my own ancestors, inspired and promoted.


If there is to be new dialogue between Israel and Europe, it must recall a thousand years of life and creation. There should be some pride involved, on all sides. History, after all, is not only a terrible burden — it is also a valuable asset.
