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Abram Leon’s book The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation is considered by
scholars to be the most systematic attack ever made on the Zionist idea.1 The
book was first published in 1946 in French, and in the following years was trans-
lated into Portuguese (1949), English (1950), and Spanish (1953).2 For two
decades following its first publication, the book did not receive public attention,
no new editions were printed, and it remained relatively unknown. However, dur-
ing the second half  of  the 1960s, Leon’s book began to arouse significant inter-
est, which led to its reprinting in several languages. It was published in new
editions in Spanish (1965), French (1968), and Arabic (1969). In March 1971, a
new English edition was printed, and its 3,000 copies sold out almost immedi-
ately. The next English edition also sold out quickly, and a third was published in
1974, followed by eleven more in later years. During the same period, the book
was also published in Swedish (1970), German (1971), and Japanese (1973). In
the early 1970s, The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation became, therefore, a
bestseller in terms of  theoretical Marxist literature, and a necessary item on the
bookshelves of  many radicals around the world.3 What was the reason for this
sudden “revival” of  Abram Leon?

While The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation has so far been dis-
cussed mainly from a theoretical perspective, there has been very little examina-
tion of  its political and social role, which changed dramatically between its first
publication and the time it became a classic text.4 Any attempt to analyze this
role—which constitutes the background for Leon’s revival—through existing re-
search on related subjects meets several difficulties. Various scholars have dealt
with the role of  Jews in the 1960s New Left, the New Left’s hostile attitude to-
ward Israel, and the reaction of  pro-Zionist Jews to this hostility.5 However, other
aspects of  this background remain undeveloped: the relation between the crisis
of  the global Left in the 1950s and the demise of  the discussion of  the “Jewish
Question,” as well as its revival during the New Left era; the unique role of  radi-
cal Jews (especially those who were tied to the Trotskyist movement, of  which
Leon was a member) in the anti-Zionist campaign of  the late 1960s and the
1970s; the connections between the old and the New Left, linked by Leon’s book;
the internal dissent among pro- and anti-Zionists in the New Left (from which
arose the need for a book like Leon’s, which dealt with Jewish history); and more.
These gaps in the research leave unanswered the question of  why The Jewish Ques-
tion: A Marxist Interpretation transformed, almost overnight, from an unknown text
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to such a popular book. In this article I intend to answer that question.
Methodologically, I will explain Leon’s “revival” by examining the atti-

tude of  the global Left, and especially its Jewish supporters, to the “Jewish Ques-
tion” between the era of  the writing of  The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation
and the time it became a classic text. The article focuses in this case on the
United States, but it describes a phenomenon which also took place in other Jew-
ish diasporic centres, such as Latin America and Western Europe.6 My main argu-
ment is that the popularity of  the text was influenced by social and political
changes and, at their centre, the rise of  the struggle between pro- and anti-Zion-
ist Jews under the framework of  the New Left. As I will show, between the end
of  the Second World War and the mid-1960s, the global Left’s interest in anti-
Zionist ideology decreased, and this explains the lack of  interest in Leon’s book
in the first two decades after its publication. However, from the mid-1960s on-
ward, the “Jewish Question” arose again, especially as a result of  the New Left’s
interest in the Arab-Israeli conflict, which increased significantly after the Six-Day
War. During those years, the Jewish young generation in the diaspora developed
strong ties with the New Left, although a big part of  it disagreed with the New
Left’s hostility towards Israel. The tension between the affiliation with the New
Left and the support of  Israel, the struggle over the hearts of  Jewish youth and
the prominent role of  Jewish radicals in leading the attacks on Israel constitutes,
therefore, the framework for the discussion of  the relevance of  The Jewish Ques-
tion: A Marxist Interpretation which led to its re-publication. I will open with pre-
senting the first wave of  publication of  the book and explaining its “anonymous”
phase; then I will describe its re-publication and how it was integrated in the ide-
ological discourse about the “Jewish Question” in the American New Left. In
summary, I will explain the “revival” of  Leon and also discuss the contribution of
this story to research of  the New Left in general.                                                   

The Dark Ages of  the “Jewish Question”

The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation was written by Leon in the beginning
of  the 1940s, and marked the end of  a long period of  Marxist writing about the
“Jewish Question.”7 Leon became part of  this historiographical endeavour while
embracing the ideas of  other scholars who dealt with the subject prior to him,
such as Karl Marx, Karl Kautsky, and Otto Heller. He integrated them with non-
Marxist ideas about the history of  the Jewish people (such as the writing of  Max
Weber) and anchored them in the historical research of  his time. The outcome
was a clear and updated thesis built upon an established narrative—albeit not
lacking dogmatic elements and empiric weaknesses, which were mainly a result of
Leon’s poor writing conditions in the underground under Nazi occupation.8

Rather than deal primarily with the question of  Palestine, Leon turned to Jewish
economic history to undermine Zionism as a solution to the “Jewish Question”
in the 1940s. He described the causes for the emergence of  the “Jewish Ques-
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tion,” meaning Jews’ inability to become part of  the modern social and economic
life of  Europe: this was an outcome of  the rise of  commercial and industrial cap-
italism, and the decline of  the economic function which the Jews fulfilled in an-
cient and early medieval times, as a social class of  merchants. Based on this
analysis, Leon developed a discussion about relevant answers to the “Jewish
Question.” Zionism, he claimed, was not a proper solution since it relied on two
elements which were already undergoing a process of  demise: the petite bour-
geoisie as a social group and the idea of  the nation state. This combination, Leon
wrote, could not offer the Jews any better future, and would only duplicate the
“Jewish Question.” He did not argue that Jews do not have the right to a national
existence, but that the only way to fulfill this is with the complete abolition of
capitalism. He also did not reject the gathering of  Jews in one territory, but con-
ditioned it on not doing so at the expense of  another people, i.e. the Palestinians.

Beyond his theoretical contribution to discussion of  the development of
the “Jewish Question,” and its potential answers, Leon’s book was also important
politically, since he disconnected the seemingly natural and logical relation be-
tween the troubles of  the Jewish people throughout history (which he did not
doubt) and the Zionist idea. The book’s profundity made it a valuable polemic
asset for opponents of  Zionism. However, the book’s power also derived from
the fact that it was written from the perspective of  many of  Leon’s generational
peers among the Jewish people. Along with the book’s scholarly character, it con-
tained an autobiographical element. It was born directly out of  the way that Leon
experienced reality in the age of  constant global instability, as a young Jewish rad-
ical socialist. In the 1930s, he was a prominent leader of  the Zionist-Socialist
movement Hashomer Hatzair in Belgium, when he began to feel that Zionism
could not provide satisfying answers regarding the universal aspects of  the “Jew-
ish Question.” He was mostly concerned that Jews would still be exposed to the
two main problems of  the era: capitalism and fascism. After a long period of
doubts and parallel activity in both Zionist and non-Zionist frameworks, he con-
solidated his idea that Zionism was not the answer to the Jewish people’s trou-
bles. His book emerged from this process, and through it he explained why he
had abandoned Zionist activity and joined the Trotskyist movement in Belgium.

Leon’s movement from Zionism to universal revolution signified a
broader trend among radical socialist Jews of  the inter-war era. Jews had devel-
oped clear affiliations with revolutionary movements since the emergence of  the
political Left in the mid-nineteenth century; however, converting from Zionism
to revolutionary socialism was a different phenomenon. During the 1920s and
the 1930s, this turn was evident both in Europe and in the developing Israeli
labour movement in Palestine.9 First, signs of  the collapse of  the post-First
World War order created a general leaning to the left, and also a radicalization
within the Left itself. Second, the answer to the “Jewish Question” was seemingly
embodied by the Soviet Union, under which there was a flourishing Jewish cul-



76 Elmaliach

ture at that time. Third, the Zionist project was suffering some great difficulties,
as a result of  frequent economic crises in the Yishuv (the pre-state Jewish settle-
ment in Palestine), the bitter struggle between Labour and the revisionist Zion-
ists, the struggle against the British authorities, and the violent clashes between
Jews and Arabs, which reached a new peak during the years 1936–1939. In addi-
tion, supporting Labour Zionism became much more difficult for radical Social-
ists, who saw how the pragmatic character of  the pioneers in Palestine conflicted
with socialist elements; for example, through cooperation with capitalist forces in
the Zionist movement and struggles with Arab workers. The criticism over the
implementation of  Socialist-Zionism and the rise of  global revolutionary social-
ism created a constant stream of  young Jewish radicals who did as Leon had
done in the 1930s. The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation was, therefore, a
very relevant text at the time Leon made up his mind about Zionism, on the eve
of  the Second World War.

However, during and after the war, there was a dramatic turn in the real-
ity from which Leon’s book emerged. First, the Holocaust made every discussion
of  the “Jewish Question” from a Marxist point of  view problematic. The defini-
tion of  the Jews as “people class” (meaning a group organized by social-eco-
nomic function rather than common ethnic origins) which was the base for the
Leon thesis, seemed inappropriate, considering the fact that the Nazi “final solu-
tion” was based on the ethnic origins of  the Jews. Second, the direct encounter of
many radical Jews with the Soviet Union during the war (especially with anti-
Semitism among the Soviets) led some to disappointment with “the world of  to-
morrow.” Third, Jews’ motivation to be part of  the non-Jewish world—in the
hope that a socialist revolution would arrive someday—suffered a severe blow.
Fourth, Zionism—which was a main political rival of  the Jewish universalistic
Left—became a broad convention, and it seemed that although it could not com-
pletely solve the “Jewish Question,” it still constituted a safe haven for survivors
and other parts of  the Jewish world. Indeed, the establishment of  the state of  Is-
rael in May 1948, and the absorption of  more than 600,000 Jewish immigrants in
its first three years (doubling the number of  Jews in Israel), made many of  the ac-
cusations of  the anti-Zionist Left irrelevant. Moreover, two other developments
even led to a positive attitude toward the new born state. The first was the estab-
lishment of  the state through a struggle against an imperial force (the British
Mandate for Palestine); the second was the Soviet Union providing help to Is-
rael.10 Thus, during the late 1940s, the young Jewish radicals who formed the po-
tential audience for Leon’s book experienced a watershed. It turned out that from
a political and social perspective, The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation was
actually written for an era that had passed and a public that no longer existed.11

In the 1950s, the situation worsened, as the lack of  relevancy of  the
Marxist claims against Zionism combined with the general crisis of  the global
Left. From the beginning of  this decade, a plethora of  evidence revealed that
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Joseph Stalin had created a tyrannical regime from which the Jews especially were
suffering. The Soviets also turned against Israel, providing military support to the
Arab countries calling for its extermination. The 1953 appointment of  Nikita
Khrushchev as Stalin’s successor did not change this situation, the 1956 Soviet in-
vasion of  Hungary disappointed Western supporters of  the revolutionary Left.
Indeed, any criticism of  the Soviet Regime from the Left seemingly strengthened
the Trotskyist movement—a traditional rival of  Stalin—but the overall crisis of
the global Left affected the Trotskyists as well. The historical affiliation of  Jews
with the revolutionary Left seemed to belong to the past.12 In the United States,
this trend occurred during the era of  McCarthyism and was exacerbated by the
general weakness of  leftist organizations.13 During this conjuncture, there was no
demand for a Marxist interpretation of  the “Jewish Question.” Therefore, when
the Second World War ended, and Leon’s friends from the Trotskyist movement
were preparing the manuscript of  The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation, they
assumed that it would be received enthusiastically; but this hope was false.14 The
book remained an internal text of  the declining Trotskyist movement, sinking
into oblivion soon after publication.

The New Left and the “Jewish Question”

In the mid-1960s, a new era began for the global Left, reviving young Jews’ inter-
est in the radical Left’s interpretation of  the “Jewish Question.” This “New” Left
emerged as a result of  disillusionment with the Soviet Union and with the West-
ern social democratic welfare state.15 The trend contained two main innovations
that distinguish it from the old Left: one was a reorganization of  the leftist ideol-
ogy, which now emphasized anti-colonialism, criticism of  the capitalist culture,
and resistance to state authority; the other was the sociological base of  the Left,
which now contained a new generation—the “baby boomers”—led mostly by the
children of  the white-collar middle class, who made college campuses their cen-
tres of  action. Along with these differences, there were also patterns of  continu-
ity between the old and the New Left. The Left’s general tendency to provide
theoretical explanations of  how reality is constructed (in order to change it) re-
mained. Organizationally, the old Left operated a network of  political and cul-
tural frameworks (such as seminars, study groups, summer camps, journals, etc.),
which also existed in the 1960s, although some underwent changes and modifica-
tions.16 Many leaders of  the New Left grew up in those frameworks, where they
received their basic training as “professional” revolutionaries. The combination of
old and new in the Left, and especially the role that Jews played in shaping this
combination, formed the social and ideological background for the revival of
Abram Leon’s work. 

Jews helped to create continuity between the old and the New Left, as
they were important in both movements. This continuation was mainly a result of
the Jewish cultural and social surroundings, which preserved the knowledge and
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traditions of  the radical Left (such as how to operate the seminars, study groups,
summer camps, and journals mentioned above).17 This historic connection was a
great asset for the New Left, since it provided teachers and instructors. Jewish ac-
tivists, thinkers and scholars who were active in the old Left, and were anony-
mous for more than two decades, suddenly received great interest. Some of  them,
such as Isaac Deutscher, Ernest Mandel, Hal Draper, Herbert Marcuse and
Nathan Weinstock, even became cultural heroes.18 They dedicated themselves
with great enthusiasm to their young followers and became mentors for the lead-
ership of  the New Left.

The Frankfurt School and Trotskyism were the most notable theoretical
schools of  the old Left to be led by Jews and to influence the New Left. While
the Frankfurt School focused on criticizing the social-democratic welfare state,
consumerist culture, and the socialization mechanisms of  modern society, Trot-
skyism was based mainly on criticism of  Stalinist Communism. At the same time,
Trotskyism had an impressive interpretation of  how world power was divided,
and of  the political and economic structure of  imperialist states in the East and
the West. The Trotskyist movement was represented in the United States by the
Socialist Workers Party (SWP), whose publishing house produced the most popu-
lar books of  the radical scene, such as the writings of  Malcolm X and Che Gue-
vara, among others.19 A young generation’s thirst for knowledge, ideological
instruction, and organizational tools, combined with the intellectual richness and
activist heritage that the American Trotskyist movement offered, led to a flour-
ishing connection between the New and the old Left movements. In the 1960s,
there was a constant flow of  new young members to the SWP. Moreover, the
subscriber base of  the party’s weekly, The Militant, doubled between 1962 and
1966, while the sales of  party publications quadrupled by the middle of  the
decade.20

The main aspect of  the encounter between the Trotskyist party and the
New Left was ideological, and mostly influenced the intellectual segment of  the
New Left, many of  whom were Jewish. Of  all the different elements of  the Trot-
skyist thinking, its dominant contribution to the New Left ideology was the anti-
colonial struggle. At the centre of  the anti-colonial perspective was a new
division of  the global powers: “North” against “South,” instead of  the traditional
Cold War division “West” and “East.” This was a very relevant analysis of  colo-
nialism in the 1960s, since it reflected an understanding that the post-World War
order had not implemented a just division of  resources and power in the world,
and that it discriminated against the Third World.21 It also expressed the disap-
pointment with the East (Soviet Communism), which was no longer perceived as
a force that could counter imperialism since it developed its own kind of  “Soviet
Colonialism” or “Russian imperialism” in Eastern Europe, the Baltic states, and
Central Asia. A significant element of  the North–South division was a new defi-
nition of  who was oppressed. It was no longer the proletariat of  the industrial
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world (which was now considered to be a reactionary class embracing capitalist
culture), but the people of  the Third World who suffered from colonial control
by the industrial world.22 From the beginning of  the 1960s, the New Left’s em-
phasis on Third World anti-colonial struggles became more evident, following a
series of  events. The most notable of  these were the Algerian War of  Independ-
ence, the Cuban Revolution, the development of  the Civil Rights Movement, and
the anti-Vietnam War demonstrations in the United States.23 These events seem-
ingly confirmed the anti-colonial perspective, made it more known to the public,
and gathered a new generation of  leftists around it.

In the mid-1960s, the Middle East also became part of  the New Left’s
focus. After the Suez Canal Crisis in 1956, internal turmoil emerged amongst
Palestinians who were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the way Arab coun-
tries were managing the conflict with Israel. In 1959, Palestinian students
founded an independent organization, The Palestinian National Liberation Move-
ment (also known as al-Fatah), seeking to establish Palestinian national independ-
ence through armed struggle against Israel. In 1964, an umbrella organization
called The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was established in order to
lead this struggle, containing al-Fatah and other groups founded at the same time.
In 1965, the PLO began attacking Israel. The Israeli army retaliated by attacking
Arab countries that supported the PLO fighters by providing them bases for
launching attacks. The situation worsened due to a controversy over the use of
water, which originated in these countries and flowed through Israel.24

Those who sympathized with the Palestinians perceived Israel as an ag-
gressive and imperialist state. In January 1966, a convention of  Third World
countries from Asia, Africa and Latin America gathered in Havana, Cuba, and es-
tablished The Organization of  Solidarity with the People of  Asia, Africa and
Latin America (OSPAAAL). Delegates from Israel were not permitted to partici-
pate in the conference, and OSPAAAL urged its members to cut all ties with Is-
rael.25 In August 1966, an international student conference in Nairobi, Kenya,
also accepted a resolution denouncing Israel as an aggressor in the Middle East
conflicts.26

As a result of  its identification with the Third World, the New Left
sought to implement an anti-colonial perspective in the Middle East conflicts. It
saw the Palestinian struggle against Israel as a guerilla war for freedom, and the
Arab countries’ refusal to accept Israel’s existence as part of  a broader revolution,
tied to the fight against the ancien régime of  imperialist super-powers forcing their
will on the region. In the mid-1960s, there was a turn to radicalization in the New
Left, especially in the American Civil Rights Movement, which embraced a Pan-
African Ideology. This trend, led by the Black Power faction of  the movement,
put Middle Eastern Arabs and African Americans on the same side against impe-
rialist white aggressors. This shared struggle created a strategic alliance, which
helped to further mobilize against Israel.27
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The New Left’s anti-colonial perspective and focus on the Middle East
aroused a new interest in the “Jewish Question” in the mid-1960s. Naturally, most
of  the discussion about it took place amongst Jews. The internal character of  this
discussion continued the traditional patterns of  the old Left. Unlike the first half
of  the twentieth century, in the 1960s the Left did not consider any real revolu-
tionary alternative to Zionism, since the Israeli state already existed; instead it
mainly dealt with the character of  the Israeli state as either a “progressive” or “re-
actionary” project. While Israel’s supporters emphasized the socialist character of
the Israeli leadership, the achievements of  the pioneers’ settlements and the
power of  the Histadrut (the Israeli workers union), the anti-Zionists focused their
propaganda on the suffering of  the Palestinians, the collaboration of  Israel with
the West and the capitalistic elements of  the Israeli economy.28

The ability to be part of  the debate about the character of  the Israeli
state and society required detailed study of  Jewish history in modern times.
Abram Leon’s historical perspective in The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation
thus contributed to its revival. 1965 saw a Spanish edition of  the book printed
and circulated in Latin America, with a new introduction.29 The “Jewish Ques-
tion” continued to be discussed in 1966, when Jean-Paul Sartre organized a spe-
cial issue of  the prestigious magazine Les Temps Modernes, on the Arab-Israeli
conflict.30 The issue included commentary from both Israeli and Arab thinkers,
and came out one day before the Six-Day War. This timing made the special issue
extremely relevant—after the war it was translated into many languages and sold
tens of  thousands of  copies. While some writers adhered to a Zionist perspec-
tive, the magazine also expressed a Trotskyist anti-Zionist perspective, repre-
sented in an article by the Jewish French scholar Maxim Rodinson. Rodinson,
who after the Six-Day War wrote the introduction to the new French edition of
The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation (published in 1968), described Israel as
an imperialistic and aggressive state. His article raised broad interest and was later
published in an English translation by the SWP.31 Its inclusion in the special issue
of  Les Temps Modernes and the effect it had on its leftist audience indicated that
the Trotskyist interpretation of  the Zionist project was relevant again. The Six-
Day War, which opened with an Israeli attack on Egypt, Syria, and Jordan (fol-
lowing the mobilization of  these countries’ armies towards Israel’s borders and
Egypt’s closure of  the Straits of  Tiran) and ended with Israel’s occupation of  sur-
rounding territories, seemed to legitimize Trotskyists’ renditions of  the broader
conflict, and made their point of  view even more relevant.

Young Jewish Radicals between Zionism and the New Left 

The circumstances and outcomes of  the Six-Day War led to two notable phe-
nomena among the young generation of  Jews. The first, resulting from the anxi-
ety that Israel faced before and during the war, was a strong identification of  the
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world Jewry with Israel; The other—a product of  Israel’s surprise attack and its
conquest of  the Golan Heights, Sinai Peninsula, Gaza Strip, Judea and Samaria—
was a dramatic criticism of  Israel around the world.32 The New Left, which had
been critical of  Israel prior to the war, now became the main centre of  denuncia-
tion against it, even expressing hostility and anti-Semitism. This led many of  its
Jewish members to take a step back from their involvement, although they still
identified with Leftist values and goals.33 The existence of  a broad, confused pub-
lic among the young generation of  Jews was recognized by both pro and anti-
Zionist elements around the United States, who instigated a struggle for the
hearts and minds of  young Jewish radicals. College campuses, where 350,000
Jewish students were exposed to propaganda of  all kinds, became an ideological
battleground. As we will see, Leon’s book would enter this arena as a prominent
weapon.

The first attempt to influence the Jews of  the New Left (in the United
States and elsewhere) came from the anti-Zionists. A few weeks after the Six-Day
War, the British journal New Left Review published a long interview with Isaac
Deutscher. Deutscher, who belonged to the old Left but influenced the ideologies
of  the New Left, claimed that the initial Israeli attack had been an extension of
American imperialism, and that what stood against it was an “Afro-Asian”
counter attack.34 Israel, he argued, was a front fortress of  the West in the Middle
East, dependent on the superpowers (i.e. the UK, France and the US) for its sur-
vival. This dependence, in turn, shaped Israeli policy in its conflict with the
Arabs. Although Deutscher did not contest Israel’s right to exist, he conveyed an
analysis in which the Palestinians were victims of  Zionism and Israel was “Prus-
sia of  the Middle-East.”35 The interview concluded with criticism of  Pro-Zionist
leftists, with Deutscher arguing that the Holocaust should not lead Jews to justify
injustice against others. Deutscher passed away soon after publication, and the in-
terview was heralded as the famous thinker’s “last words.”36

Hal Draper echoed Deutscher’s sentiments. Draper was one of  the
founders of  the SWP, but abandoned the organization following an ideological
conflict. He managed to establish an independent position as a radical thinker
and activist within the global Left, while working with another Trotskyist group
(the Independent Socialist Club). In the 1960s, Draper settled in Berkeley, Cali-
fornia (one of  the main centres of  the New Left), and became an influential fig-
ure in the Free Speech Movement and a mentor to its leader, Mario Savio. Soon
after the Six-Day War, Draper edited a collection of  articles under the title Zion-
ism, Israel, & the Arabs: The Historical Background of  the Middle-East Tragedy.37 The
collection included articles (some authored by Draper) written between 1948 and
1967, which critically discussed the establishment of  Israel and key elements of
its existence. The collection showed that following the Six-Day War, the New
Left lacked contemporary and updated arguments on the Arab-Israeli issue, rely-
ing instead on already published content. However, it marked the pattern which
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new materials would also follow: an attempt to retrospectively de-legitimize the
Israeli side by discussing the historic circumstances of  its establishment.  

Following the Six-Day War, the SWP produced the first updated anti-
Zionist materials published in the United States. From June 1967, The Militant
published articles on the events in the Middle East, and in August, The Young
Socialist Alliance (YSA—the youth movement of  the SWP), published a collec-
tion of  articles on Israel under the title Zionism and the Arab Revolution: The Myth of
Progressive Israel. The introduction to the collection asked: “What attitude should
American radicals take toward the Zionist government of  Israel?”38 The various
articles presented a clear answer: the Israeli-Arab conflict is part of  the global
struggle between the Third World and imperialism, and the Palestinians are the
oppressed in this struggle, while Israel is the oppressor. The collection also adver-
tised the 1950 English edition of  Leon’s book. The editor of  the collection (and
author of  most of  its articles) was Peter Buch, a prominent Jewish activist in the
SWP. Buch was heavily influenced by The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation.39

He was also a former member of  Hashomer Hatzair who, like Leon, developed
criticisms of  Zionism and moved to Trotskyism. When the “Jewish Question”
reemerged in the 1960s, Buch was an asset to the SWP due to his familiarity with
Zionist ideology. Naturally, he became the SWP’s spokesperson on the Jewish
issue, and actually led the party’s anti-Zionist campaign after the Six-Day War.

Other organizations encouraging the anti-Zionist turn in the New Left
were the Organization of  Arab Students (OAS) and the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC). The OAS was established in 1952, and by the
1960s had thousands of  registered members across the United States. Following
the Six-Day War, OAS formulated a new platform supporting an armed struggle
against Israel. It did this while establishing strong ties with al-Fatah and collabo-
rating with New Left organizations promoting shared anti-colonial struggle. OAS
activities focused on teaching, demonstrations, fund-raising, hosting al-Fatah ac-
tivists lecturing in the United States, and organizing delegations of  students to
visit al-Fatah training camps in the Middle East.40

The SNCC was established in 1960 and helped organize groundbreaking
civil rights demonstrations in the southern United States: sit-ins, freedom rides,
and the March on Washington. In the mid-1960s, the organization began to go
through a process of  pushing its white activists—most of  them Jewish—out of
important positions.41 This was part of  the rise of  the Black Power Movement,
which demanded that black people be self-represented in their struggle for social,
economic, and political equality.42 At the same time, the organization developed a
close affiliation with the anti-colonial trend (by defining African Americans as
Africans) and with the Palestinians.43 Both the OAS and the SNCC  took an ac-
tive part in the campaign against Israel, but the theoretical arena of  this struggle
was mainly occupied by Jewish anti-Zionists, most of  whom were active in the
SWP.44
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The alignment between the different parts of  the New Left’s anti-Zion-
ist campaign became evident in the first formal gathering of  the American New
Left: the National Conference for New Politics, held in Chicago at the end of
August 1967. During the conference, which sought to include a wide range of
topics, black activists claimed that the discussions were not radical enough, and
threatened to leave. Although they did not constitute a majority at the conference,
they exercised great influence, in an attempt to have them stay, they were allowed
to produce a resolution which the conference would vote on.45 The resolution in-
cluded thirteen issues: twelve about domestic American subjects and one about
the Middle-East conflict.46 At first, there was an attempt to demand that Israel
should withdraw from all territories conquered in the Six-Day War. However,
after pressure from some pro-Israel participants, this paragraph included only a
condemnation of  Israel for opening the war.47 Although the paragraph was not
supported by many of  the participants, no one wanted to exacerbate the conflict
with the Black activists, and the resolution passed. Among the 3000 participants
in the conference were a few hundred Jews—many of  whom voted to approve
the thirteen-point program. They did not want to be the ones leading the failure
of  the first attempt to create a shared agenda for the whole American New Left.48

The resolution of  the New Politics convention was a forewarning for
Jews in the diaspora as well as in Israel.49 The exclusive focus on the Arab-Israeli
conflict, along with one-sided condemnation of  Israel that ignored the Arab
countries’ role in the emergence of  the war, led to anger and disappointment.
Pro-Zionist Jewish activists were especially hurt—they had expected their non-
Jewish comrades, who had been fighting beside them for several years for peace,
equality, and freedom, to stand with them against the anti-Zionist campaign.50

Isolation of  the pro-Israel Jews in the New Left also became evident to leaders of
the Jewish-American and Zionist-Israeli establishments.51 From the end of  1967,
both activists and establishment began to react. 

The pro-Zionist counter-attack against the New Left’s propaganda was
emerged in two phases. During the first, from 1967 to 1968, it ran without signifi-
cant collaboration between activists and the establishment; during the second,
from 1969 onward, these elements began to cooperate. The first phase included
the development (in Israel) of  a broad institutional plan to promote Zionist edu-
cation in the United States; at the same time, spontaneous grass-roots pro-Zionist
groups began to organize in campuses across the country.52 The institutional plan,
called “America Plan,” included doubling the budgets of  Zionist educational ac-
tivity on American campuses. It was operated mainly by Israeli shlichim (emis-
saries) who worked in Zionist youth movements and Jewish communities. It was
connected with three Israel-centered bodies: the Kibbutz movements, which pro-
vided most of  the shlichim; World Zionist Organization’s (WZO) department of
youth and pioneers; and the Jewish Agency’s department for hasbara (propa-
ganda). The WZO and the Jewish Agency both provided the organizational base
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for the operation. Grass-roots action included the foundation of  discussion
groups and publication of  ideological materials, and was led mainly by graduates
of  Zionist youth movements such as Habonim, Hashomer Hatzair, and Camp
Ramah. In the spring of  1968, these graduates established the North American
branch of  the World Union of  Jewish Students (WUJS), an umbrella organization
of  pro-Zionist endeavour on campuses around the world.53 The establishment of
the American branch of  WUJS created an important arena for collaboration be-
tween the different grass-roots groups, and the new organization was therefore
named “Network.” Moreover, the connections (under WUJS) between young
Jewish-American pro-Zionist radicals and their peers from other countries also
helped to realize the transnational patterns of  the anti-Zionist campaign and to
react to them more efficiently.

From the end of  1968, a connection was also established between the
institutional and grass-roots elements of  the pro-Zionist campaign. That mainly
resulted from changes in the department of  youth and pioneers and the depart-
ment for hasbara. The new managers of  these departments—Mordechai Bar-On
and Abraham Schenkar—understood the potential for field activists to operate as
“Trojan Horses” in the New Left, delivering the pro-Zionist messages.54 The re-
sult of  this collaboration was that existing grass-roots groups now received signif-
icant budgets, and that new groups were founded by institutional initiative and
with institutional support. In 1970, Network activists, with the help of  the Israeli
and Jewish American establishment, founded an information and press centre
that controlled the production and distribution of  pro-Zionist ideological materi-
als in the New Left scene.55 Although the centre, called “Jewish Students Press
Service,” (JSPS) was supervised by the establishment, its character was radical and
anti-establishment, following the zeitgeist of  the New Left era. At the end of  its
first year of  activity, JSPS represented over 50 newspapers and its audience num-
bered over 300,000 students.56 In 1970, a few of  the most prominent left-wing
pro-Zionist groups also established a new umbrella organization in order to col-
laborate more closely. The new organization, called “Radical Zionist Alliance,”
(RZA) included more than 70 chapters around the United States, with hundreds
of  active members.57 By 1971, the American pro-Zionist front included almost
200 groups and organizations. 

Escalation 

In 1969, facing the organized reaction of  the pro-Zionist front, the anti-Zionist
faction of  the New Left also developed significantly. Israel continued to hold the
territories conquered in the Six-Day War, and there was no sign of  a peace agree-
ment in the future; on the contrary, a new war—the War of  Attrition—emerged
between Israel and Egypt in March 1969. In February, the first section of  a three-
part article about the Middle-East was published in the Journal of  the SDS.58 The
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article compared Israel’s hold on the occupied territories to the Lebensraum idea of
Nazi Germany. At the same time, The Militant started to publish articles dis-
cussing the Israeli occupation, and detailing Israeli abuses of  the Arab popula-
tion.59 In 1969, the Jewish activists of  SWP prepared more updated propaganda
materials about the Israeli-Arab conflict. One publication, by Peter Buch, was
called Burning Issues of  the Middle-East Crisis and another, by George Novack, was
called How Can the Jews Survive? A Socialist Answer to Zionism.60 While the first pro-
vided a broad description of  the conflict between Israel and its neighbors, the
second focused on analyzing the character of  Israeli society. Both examined those
aspects from an anti-colonial perspective, while leaning on historical back-
ground—such as the origins of  the Jewish presence in Palestine—that seemingly
supported their arguments.

1970 saw the peak of  the anti-Zionist campaign in the American New
Left. This was a result of  two factors: the continuation of  the escalation which
started in 1969; and the general radicalization of  the New Left in 1970, following
developments in the Vietnam War which led to severe clashes in the United
States. Starting in April 1970, Nathan Weinstock, (who, like Leon and Buch, was
also a Hashomer Hatzair graduate who “crossed the lines” to anti-Zionism), pub-
lished a series of  articles in The Militant attacking Israel. He focused on defending
the anti-Zionist Left against accusations of  anti-Semitism, but also explained in
detail why Israel is a colonialist state.61 At the same time, Buch went on a national
lecture tour of  America’s campuses. In September 1970, more attention was
given to the Palestinian issue because of  conflict between the Jordanian regime of
King Hussein and the Palestinian organizations in Jordan—many Palestinians
were killed, and Hussein had backing from the United States and Israel. At the
end of  the year, an 11-part article about the roots of  the Middle-East conflict
began to be published in The Militant. The writers, Gus Horowitz and Barry
Sheppard, described the emergence of  the Zionist and the Palestinian national
movements, while repeating the familiar Trotskyist interpretation.62 Another sig-
nificant step for the anti-Zionist campaign was inviting Arie Bober—one of  the
leaders of  the Israeli anti-Zionist organization Matzpen—to the US for a lecture
tour. Bober was hosted by a new organization—a collaboration of  Jewish Ameri-
can left-wing activists (such as Noam Chomsky and I.F. Stone) and Jewish SWP
members—called “The Committee on New Alternatives in the Middle-East.”63

Bober lectured on dozens of  campuses, creating great enthusiasm among his lis-
teners, and his success generated concern in the pro-Zionist front. The Israeli
government paid close attention to his lectures, and pro-Zionist field activists
were frustrated every time there was no one to answer Bober with the other inter-
pretation of  the Middle-East conflict.64
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Internal arguments 

Along with the escalation of  the struggle between the pro- and anti-Zionists
from 1969 onward, internal arguments also started to occur within each side. On
the pro-Zionist front, this was an outcome of  two elements: one was the demise
of  the euphoria that followed the Six-Day War, with the understanding that the
Israeli occupation would not end soon. As a result, field activists started seeking
more complex answers to the dilemmas they faced, aside from unambiguous sup-
port of  Israel. The other was a generational gap that corresponded with tension
between the institutional and grass-roots parts of  this front. While the institu-
tional level of  the pro-Zionist front was operated mostly by middle-aged people,
the activists were twenty to thirty years old; differences of  style and character nat-
urally appeared.65 Among anti-Zionists, the internal argument stemmed from ac-
cusations of  dogmatism and one-sided perspectives about the Zionist project.
These internal conflicts affected cohesion on both sides and blurred the differ-
ences between them. The leadership of  both forces reacted by seeking to unify
their groups and prevent a disintegration.

The internal arguments of  the pro-Zionists had two main results: the
first was  an attempt to bridge the ideological tension between universal values
and support of  Israel, by emphasizing the synthetic character of  Socialist Zion-
ism (now called “Radical-Zionism”) or emphasizing Jewish cultural and religious
identity as a source of  self-determination, instead of  support of  Israel.66 The
other result was that these pro-Zionist disagreements were perceived by the anti-
Zionists, who sought to use them for their own purposes. For example, an inter-
nal SWP communiqué recommended distribution of  anti-Zionist writings in the
Radical-Zionist centers, since there was a clear ideological weakness among
them.67 Indeed, the criticism of  the Israeli government and the stronger emphasis
of  the “revolutionary” element in the pro-Zionist front actually made it a target
audience for new materials—Leon’s book among them.

Internal debates also became part of  the anti-Zionist front, and this also
affected the re-publication of  Leon’s book. Already in November 1967, the SWP
experienced internal opposition to its anti-Israel ideological campaign. A letter
sent by Jewish party member Beverly Wise to members of  the party National
Committee claimed that the one-sided description of  Arabs as the representatives
of  “progress” was inaccurate; she argued that they also showed “reactionary”
patterns, such as anti-Semitism. Although it was clear that Zionism was not the
answer to the “Jewish Question,” Wise wrote, the establishment of  the State of
Israel saved lives, and the Six-Day War was an act of  self-defense. She argued that
the Trotskyist movement should not embrace existing Arab propaganda, and that
the Middle-East conflict had its own unique patterns and did not fit any general
theoretical frame. She also claimed that there were many like-minded members in
the party, who were afraid of  expressing their doubts about the party line.68 Simi-
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lar accusations arose in the SWP in 1968, this time in The Militant.69 Starting from
the end of  the year, the readers’ letters section began publishing articles by a
young Jewish radical named Yehuda Krantz. Krantz, only seventeen years old,
was a Hashomer Hatzair leader who left high school and dedicated his time to
fighting the anti-Zionist campaign of  the New Left. He became a respected
speaker and was invited to debates and panels about Zionism on a regular basis.70

He recognized The Militant as a central promoter of  anti-Zionism and decided to
confront it directly—by writing regularly and arguing with readers, he began re-
ceiving support from some. Krantz died in 1969 after being struck by a bus, but
his tragic death did not end the public debate, and The Militant now became a per-
manent forum for expressing doubts about the SWP party line on the Middle-
East conflict.71 The argument led SWP institutions to develop a formal and
binding resolution about the subject; but this attempt almost failed, as an opposi-
tional resolution rose as an alternative to the party line. While the institutional
resolution opposed any Jewish national self-determination and supported the es-
tablishment of  Palestinian nation-state in the Middle East (where the Jews would
be an ethnic minority), the oppositional resolution supported national Jewish self-
determination under a Socialist Israeli state.72 After a short struggle the party line
was accepted, expressing condemnation of  Israel and support for the Palestini-
ans.73

Throughout the internal debate in the SWP, participants seeking histori-
cal references for their many arguments over the characteristics of  the Zionist
project repeatedly mentioned Abram Leon and his book. In a letter to The Mili-
tant, for example, reader Jan Garret wanted to show that there were two kinds of
nationality—progressive and reactionary—and that the Jewish nationality be-
longed to the second type. Garret quoted Leon and directed readers to his book,
and her diagnosis followed one of  Leon’s important theoretical contributions: the
claim that the Zionist movement emerged at a late phase of  the national phe-
nomenon, when it was actually in demise, and therefore a Jewish nation state
could not provide a sustainable answer for the “Jewish Question.”74 The reason
for this, Garret argued, stemmed from the history of  the Jews as an ancient “peo-
ple class,” which survived as such through constant immigration to pre-capital-
ized areas.75 Another writer, Hana Niel, wrote that she embraced Leon’s
perspective of  Judaism as a social class and not a religion, but that she did not
agree that it could never develop a progressive character as a nation.76 This ongo-
ing and vibrant discussion dealt more and more with the core issues of  Leon’s
book, and made its re-publication clearly necessary. In March 1969, the idea of
reprinting a new edition arose, but the resources for doing so were not available.
In May of  that year, the issue was raised again by the director of  the SWP pub-
lishing house, George Breitman. Soon, the required funds were found and
Nathan Weinstock was asked to write the introduction for the new English edi-
tion.77 The “revival” of  Abram Leon became a reality. 
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Conclusion

The “revival” of  Abram Leon has been explained in this article as a result of
three historical developments. The first is the rise of  the New Left’s interest in
the Middle-East conflict and the character of  the Israeli state (this interest
emerged prior to the Six-Day War but increased after it). The second is the strug-
gle between anti- and pro-Zionist Jews of  the New Left (which began after the
Six-Day War). The third is the internal debate within the anti- and pro-Zionist
camps (starting mainly from 1969). The New Left tried to implement its anti-
colonial perspective on the conflict between Israel and the Arab countries, and
the Palestinian struggle against Israel—so it needed a historical narrative that
could present the Zionist project as imperialist and reactionary. Moreover, the
Zionists’ counter-attack demanded of  the anti-Zionists more thorough and com-
prehensive materials to develop this narrative, and Leon’s book was the best of  all
existing options. Furthermore, the internal debates among the anti-Zionists re-
quired a solid “footnote” for the claims against the Zionist project, to answer the
doubts from within. At the same time, ideological weakness among the pro-Zion-
ists created further motivation among the anti-Zionists to republish Leon’s book,
since they saw it as an opportunity to penetrate pro-Zionist lines and enlist new
members. For all these reasons, in 1969 The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation
became an in-demand ideological product, and the idea of  republication was ful-
filled in a relatively short period of  time.

The discussion of  Leon’s revival also provides several general insights
about the New Left. The republication of  The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpreta-
tion constituted a clear example of  the ideological, organizational, and social ties
between the old and the New Left. The book was part of  a whole theoretical cur-
riculum which the SWP, as a senior old Left organization, provided to the Ameri-
can New Left. The anti-Zionist campaign was also led by old Left Jewish activists,
who became mentors of  the new generation. However, Leon’s revival also reveals
theoretical weaknesses of  the New Left, when compared to the old Left. The en-
thusiastic embrace of  a book written underground in the early 1940s—almost
without access to sources of  any kind—as the “bible” of  anti-Zionism in the
1960s and 1970s, shows the difficulties of  the anti-Zionists in producing their
own theoretical materials. In this sense, the fact that The Jewish Question: A Marxist
Interpretation became a classic two decades after its first publication emphasizes
not its theoretical merits—which carried a stronger validity at the time when it
was written—but its social and political importance, which could have been em-
bodied only in the 1960s. This reveals the interaction between ideology and social
and political conditions: while ideology has an independent existence, it some-
times has no meaning without the reality that makes it relevant.
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