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How do you
distinguish

J udaism and 
J ewisfiness?

YESHYAHU LEIBO VITZ fudaism is the Jewish religion and 
Jewishness is belonging to the Jewish people. (...)

JOSEPH A LG A ZY Judaism désignâtes the Jews as the 
"chosen people.'7 There are several possible interprétations of this 
idea. What is yours?

Y L  It's clear. The Jewish people is chosen because God gave 
them the Torah. Nothing more nor less. Those who interpret 
"chosen people" as meaning a particular and spécial "Jewish 
race" are producing a Hitlerian concept. The fact that God gave 
the Torah to the people of Israël means that He demands of Jews 
certain things that are not demanded of non-Jews. The non-Jew 
does not have the duty to serve God and carry out his mitzvoth 
(good deeds). This duty is only incumbent on Jews.

JA  But doesn't this obligation guarantee Jews certain 
privilèges?

Y L  On the contrary. It only means duties, burdens. The Torah 
does not give, it demands. This goes for values as well: values 
make demands on people.

JA  According to the teachings of the Jewish religion, it is

These interviews are extracted from Y. Leibovitz's La Mauvaise 
Conscience d'Israël, Entretiens avec Joseph Algazy (Le Monde 
Editions, Paris, 1994).
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forbidden for a Jew to drink wine poured by a non-Jew or to 
marry a non-Jew. Don't these precepts give a racist character to 
the Jewish religion?

YL No. These interdictions imposed by Halakha are religious 
and not racial. Any non-Jew can convert to Judaism without 
having to change or deny his race.

JA  Another Halakhic teaching authorises a Jew to break the 
Sabbath to save the life of another Jew, but he doesn't have the 
right to do so if it's to save a non-Jew...

YL This teaching, according to which a Jewish doctor 
shouldn't treat a non-Jew on the Sabbath, has not been followed 
for a long, long time. In fact, it was abolished starting from the 
moment when we Jews began to live among non-Jews.

JA  Every morning, the Jewish maie believer thanks God for 
having created him as a man and not as a woman, as a Jew rather 
than as a non-Jew.

YL It's true, these prayers exist. To my mind, they have no 
meaning in today's world.

JA  The other day, I read in the press the response of a Rabbi 
to a question posed by a soldier-nurse: "Does Jewish law permit 
taking care of a wounded Palestinian saboteur, on a Sabbath?" 
The Rabbi responded, "So as not to profane the Sabbath, it 
suffices to offer this non-Jewish saboteur the minimum of 
necessary care, but further treatment will be granted only at the 
end of the sacred period of rest." Can such an inhuman attitude 
exist in our time?

YL Apparently, in the stunted brain of this rabbi.
(...)

JA  For you, what is a secular Jew?
YL A Jew who makes no commitment to carry out the 

commandments of the Torah.
JA  And an assimilated Jew?
YL A Jew who distances himself from Judaism and mixes 

with non-Jews. I should clarify that I use the term "assimilation" 
in a descriptive sense, not as a value judgement.

JA  How do you define the Jewish nation?
YL I don't know. Since the 19th century, the Jewish people 

and Judaism... have been going through an identity crisis.
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Originally, the idea of the "Jew" was neither racial nor religious, 
but religious. Today the number of people in the world who 
consider themselves to be Jews is estimated at 10, 12, or even 14 
million. Non-Jews also consider these people to be Jews.

If you ask these people who call themselves Jews for the 
définition of their Jewishness, most of them will simply answer, 
"We're aware that we are Jews." In other words, they make no 
attempt to characterise the essence of their Jewishness. Ask the 
average American Jew what it means to him to be Jewish, and 
what will he reply? That he's never thought about it! The 
affirmation of his Jewishness has no real meaning. You will get 
the same response from most Jews in France, Great Britain, 
Russia, and so on. But there are other Jews, in Israël and in the 
Diaspora, for whom being a Jew is defined according to a reality: 
Judaism.

Then we come to the next problem: today, there isn't one 
agreed-upon définition of Judaism. Three thousand years ago, the 
concept had a clear content. This is no longer the case in our 
time. (...)

For one person, Judaism consists of rooting for 11 Jewish 
thugs so that they'll play bail better than 11 other thugs, let's say 
Mexicans. And this fellow is obviously sincere: he is ready to 
make sacrifices for the success of his Jewish soccer team. On the 
other hand, another Jew will explain that his Judaism consists of 
deepening his knowledge of the texts of the Talmud and its 
commentators, the Halakha. A third will say, just as sincerely, 
that he isn't interested in sports, has no intention of studying 
Talmud or Mishna. Judaism, for him, is his readiness to die so 
that the flag of Israël may float forever on the tomb of the 
prostitute Rahav, in Jéricho, and on that of Hamor in Schechem 
(Nablus), and on the mount of Gazizim in Samaria.

These three men, among so many others, consider themselves 
in ail sincerity to be Jews. But the real question is: what do they 
have in common? (Tapping his hand on the desk.) This is the 
great crisis of the Jewish people, of Judaism. One might think 
that as long as the awareness of being Jewish exists, the Jewish 
people exist. But I am not sure that things can go on like this for 
a long time. And that's why I can't clearly envision the future of
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the Jewish people.
JA  Even since the création of the State of Israël?
YL Yes. And I would add that I have no certainty about the 

future of the State of Israël.
JAWhy?
YL Because of the situation, internai and extemal, in which 

the State of Israël finds itself. If the State of Israël doesn't make 
peace with its Arab neighbours, then in the long run, it will not 
be able to exist. The State of Israël could survive for years yet, 
but to really last it needs peace. I'm not saying, however, that it's 
impossible to make peace with the Arabs. As long as there is no 
peace, the people will continue to degenerate, to décliné from 
within.

JA  What situation seems desirable to you for the Jewish 
people?

YL (Loudly) Desirable, what does that mean? You have to 
look reality in the face! And come back to the concept of valeur - 
value. A value's not what is, it's what should be. What exists 
leaves us indiffèrent. Does justice exist? It should. Does liberty 
exist? It should. And the same for equality.

JA  You mean that the moment that a value is realised, it 
stops being a value?

YL A value, by définition, is never realised. If my memory 
serves me right, a proverb says: Il n'est pas nécessaire d'espérer 
pour entreprendre, ni de réussir pour persévérer. It is not 
necessary to hope in order to undertake, nor to succeed in order 
to perservere. In other words, even when you have no confidence 
that you will succeed, you have to carry on.

Nahalat Ahim, West Jerusalem, 1992-3

Joseph Algazy and Yeshyahu Leibovitz engaged in a year-long 
sériés of interviews that had reached completion before the 
peace agreement. The following interview took place the day 
after the signing of the accords between Israël and the P. L. O.

JA  I must admit that I was very moved by the ceremony in 
Washington, even though I know that the path before us now is 
long and hard and full of difficulties. And considering the mood
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in Israël, I found the comments of Yitzhak Rabin intelligent: he 
tried to convince people here that the tuming of this new page 
was necessary, vital.

YL I agree but once he started talking about Israeli women 
and the memory of their children fallen in war, Rabin should 
have thought as well about the Palestinian women who also lost 
their children. Don't forget that during the Intifada, we killed 230 
Palestinian Arab children.

The Intifada will certainly find its place in history. It will be 
seen as the heroic struggle of the Palestinians and also as a 
disgrâce to the Jewish people. Without an army or a govemment, 
the Palestinian people, at the cost of great sacrifice, carried out a 
heroic struggle for freedom. The Jewish people had a State, a 
government and an army, and used them to suppress it.

JA  Are you satisfied with the peace agreement?
YL It's a step in the right direction.!...)
JA  You 've read the text of the déclaration of principles. What 

did you find?
YL I found the basis for the construction of the Palestinian 

State.
JA  The spokesmen for the Rabin govemment deny this 

interprétation, possibly in order to calm the fears of the Israelis 
who reject the agreement. Aren't you afraid that your comments 
will strengthen the arguments of the nationalist and religious 
opposition?

YL l'il shout it in the streets at the top of my lungs, to anyone 
who's listening: this agreement provides the foundations of the 
Palestinian State. And I might add that there is no other possible 
outcome!

This country, historically known as Eretz Israël and called 
Falastin by the Arabs, must be divided between the two peoples 
who consider it theirs and claim it: the Jewish people and the 
Arab people.

JA  I see things differently. I think that one can't look for 
justice, rights, or principles in the peace agreement. The 
agreement is the resuit of the balance of power. Israël is strong, 
and the Palestinians are weak, especially since Arafat came out 
in support of Saddam Hussein during the Gulf crisis.
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Paradoxically, in the current international climate, the weak 
point of Israël is its strength; the strong point of the Palestinians, 
is their weakness.

In time, large sectors of Israeli and Palestinian public opinion 
have become aware of each other. On both sides, the automatic 
conclusion was that there's no other choice, to live decently, to 
survive, to live together, there must be a realistic, pragmatic 
compromise.

The Intifada, with ail its sacrifices and ail its victims, surely 
played an enormous rôle. But Israelis and Palestinians are less 
interested in the past, more interested in the present and the 
future. That's why they've given up on the impossible: perfect 
justice. The agreement, despite its weaknesses, has broken taboos 
and opened up new perspectives, if not for our génération, then 
for future générations.

YL What you're saying is nothing but words. With the 
agreement of the 13th of September, Israël recognised, de facto, 
that a Palestinian State would be built. It's true that one 
shouldn't look at the accord in ternis of justice or rights. The 
reality is that this land is claimed by two people, and it must be 
shared between them. (...)

JA  When you hear the speeches and the threats of the 
extremists, Jews and Arabs — the settlers in the occupied 
territories, the ex-General Ariel Sharon, Hamas, the Palestinian 
organisations of the Rejection Front — aren't you afraid that the 
agreement will break down?

YL The agreement won't fall apart just because of the cries of 
fury of its opponents. (...)

JA  I'm thinking also of the threats put forth by important 
leaders of the Likud party. They say that if they get back into 
power, they'll annul the accord.

YL That's why we have to keep them out of power. In fact, if 
the hard-liners in Likud get back into government, there is an 
enormous danger that they will set off a new war. It would be 
best to bar their way. (...)

JA  So you think that the Intifada is the real cause of the 
agreement signed between Israël and the PLO?

YL [after a moment of reflection) Yes. The Intifada was the
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in Israël, I found the comments of Yitzhak Rabin intelligent: he 
tried to convince people here that the turning of this new page 
was necessary, vital.

Y L  I agree but once he started talking about Israeli women 
and the memory of their children fallen in war, Rabin should 
have thought as well about the Palestinian women who also lost 
their children. Don't forget that during the Intifada, we killed 230 
Palestinian Arab children.

The Intifada will certainly find its place in history. It will be 
seen as the heroic struggle of the Palestinians and also as a 
disgrâce to the Jewish people. Without an army or a govemment, 
the Palestinian people, at the cost of great sacrifice, carried out a 
heroic struggle for freedom. The Jewish people had a State, a 
government and an army, and used them to suppress it.

JA  Are you satisfied with the peace agreement?
Y L  It's a step in the right direction.)...)
JA  You've read the text of the déclaration of principles. What 

did you find?
Y L  I found the basis for the construction of the Palestinian 

State.
JA  The spokesmen for the Rabin govemment deny this 

interprétation, possibly in order to calm the fears of the Israelis 
who reject the agreement. Aren't you afraid that your comments 
will strengthen the arguments of the nationalist and religious 
opposition?

Y L  Fil shout it in the streets at the top of my lungs, to anyone 
who's listening: this agreement provides the foundations of the 
Palestinian State. And I might add that there is no other possible 
outcome!

This country, historically known as Eretz Israël and called 
Falastin by the Arabs, must be divided between the two peoples 
who consider it theirs and claim it: the Jewish people and the 
Arab people.

JA  I see things differently. I think that one can't look for 
justice, rights, or principles in the peace agreement. The 
agreement is the resuit of the balance of power. Israël is strong, 
and the Palestinians are weak, especially since Arafat came out 
in support of Saddam Hussein during the Gulf crisis.
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Paradoxically, in the current international climate, the weak 
point of Israël is its strength; the strong point of the Palestinians, 
is their weakness.

In time, large sectors of Israeli and Palestinian public opinion 
have become aware of each other. On both sides, the automatic 
conclusion was that there's no other choice, to live decently, to 
survive, to live together, there must be a realistic, pragmatic 
compromise.

The Intifada, with ail its sacrifices and ail its victims, surely 
played an enormous rôle. But Israelis and Palestinians are less 
interested in the past, more interested in the present and the 
future. That's why they've given up on the impossible: perfect 
justice. The agreement, despite its weaknesses, has broken taboos 
and opened up new perspectives, if not for our génération, then 
for future générations.

Y L  What you're saying is nothing but words. With the 
agreement of the 13th of September, Israël recognised, de facto, 
that a Palestinian State would be built. It's true that one 
shouldn't look at the accord in ternis of justice or rights. The 
reality is that this land is claimed by two people, and it must be 
shared between them. (...)

JA  When you hear the speeches and the threats of the 
extremists, Jews and Arabs — the settlers in the occupied 
territories, the ex-General Ariel Sharon, Hamas, the Palestinian 
organisations of the Rejection Front — aren't you afraid that the 
agreement will break down?

Y L  The agreement won't fall apart just because of the cries of 
fury of its opponents. (...)

JA  I'm thinking also of the threats put forth by important 
leaders of the Likud party. They say that if they get back into 
power, they'll annul the accord.

Y L  That's why we have to keep them out of power. In fact, if 
the hard-liners in Likud get back into govemment, there is an 
enormous danger that they will set off a new war. It would be 
best to bar their way. (...)

JA  So you think that the Intifada is the real cause of the 
agreement signed between Israël and the PLO?

Y L  (after a moment of reflection) Yes. The Intifada was the
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high point of the on-going combat of the Palestinian people for 
freedom.

JA  You are a pious man, perhaps you understand better than I 
do why so many religious people are against the accords.

Y L  In Jerusalem, there are 100,000 Jews who don't even 
recognise the existence of the State of Israël. Why should I be 
impressed by the activists from the religious parties who are 
hostile to the agreement? The mayor of Jerusalem, Teddy Kollek, 
told me that in the neighbourhoods in the North-West of 
Jerusalem where 100,000 Jews live, on Israeli Independence Day 
not one Israeli flag flies! These neighbourhoods include 150 
synagogues, but in none of them do they pray for the salvation of 
the State of Israël. Then you come and say that many religious 
people are nationalists and chauvinists. Well, go look at these 
religious people! Most orthodox Jews are not nationalist or 
chauvinist, and in fact are not against the accord.

JA  In a few days, the previous Chief Rabbi Ovadia Yossef, 
spiritual leader of the religious party Shas, will décidé how its 
deputies will vote in the Knesset about the accord, according to 
Halakha, to Jewish Law...

Y L  What does Halakha have to do with it? I could care less if 
he pretends to be deciding about the accord in terms of Halakha. 
Ail of these rabbis are just State functionaries. This institution 
called "the Rabbinate of Israël" is just a bureaucratie State 
organisation.

JA  For years, you've been calling on young draftees to refuse 
the orders of their superiors sending them to serve in the 
Occupied Territories. Today, some ultra-nationalist leaders are 
saying that they will also call on troops to disobey their 
govemment's orders if they are ordered to retreat from the 
occupied territories. They say, "Just like Professor Leibovitz, but 
for the opposite reason, we are also going to call for disobedience, 
insubordination."

Y L  Well, as for me, I'm going to work just as hard to get 
people to obey the orders to retreat from the Occupied 
Territories, as I did before to get them to refuse to serve in the 
Territories. Those calling for rebellion against the Israeli- 
Palestinian accords are my enemies, and I'm going to fight them.
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JA  Those against the accords, have they no right to 
insubordination?

Y L  What right are you talking about? To refuse the order to 
serve in the Occupied Territories was a duty, and now it is a duty 
to obey the order to withdraw from the Occupied Territories. But 
as long as the extremists are not in power, they aren't a serious 
danger.

JA  But the extremists, especially among the settlers, could 
tum to provocation, attack Palestinians, confront the army and 
the police.

Y L  There are 100,000 settlers. For the moment, Tsahal, the 
Israeli army, protects them. When Tsahal pulls out of the 
territories, the settlers, surrounded by 2,000,000 Palestinians, 
have to make a choice: either stay in the Territories and become 
Jewish citizens of the State of Palestine, like the hundreds of 
thousands of Arab citizens of the State of Israël, or leave the 
territories, like the pieds-noirs left Algeria after it became 
independent. And yet some pied-noir families had been living for 
four générations in Algeria and considered it as their country. (...)

JA  What should Israël do to advance the peace process? (...)
Y L  The most important thing is to préparé for a définitive 

peace with the Palestinians in two or three years, and this means 
our évacuation from the Occupied Territories. Then, at last, the 
State of Israël could be the State of the Jewish people, with an 
Arab minority considered to be citizens with full rights. (...) And, 
just as there are Arab deputies in the Knesset, one could imagine 
that one or several Jewish settlers who décidé to stay in the 
future Palestinian state could be elected deputies to a Palestinian 
parliament. In spite of the chauvinism of certain leaders of right- 
wing or religious parties, the Arab deputies here in Israël still 
take part in ail the decisive votes in the Knesset, even when it's a 
question of making war or making peace.

JA  Precisely. Before the Knesset debate on the accord with 
the PLO, one could hear more and more of its opponents — and 
even its supporters — talking about the necessity of a "Jewish 
majority." In other words, they contested the validity of the votes 
of the Arab deputies, which could, considering the current 
balance of forces in the Parliament, prove decisive.
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Y L  The Knesset of 1993 has the right to ratify the accord with 
the PL O just as that of 1982 approved the Lebanon war. There is 
no légal need for a "Jewish majority," a parliamentary majority is 
sufficient. Ail the deputies have the same rights. (...)

JA  You pray every day in the synagogue: I'm curious about 
the reactions of the other people there to the peace accords.

Y L  Diverse. Some say, "at last, we're on the road to peace." 
Others say, "these accords mean we've given up Greater Israël." 
These are the same comments you hear in ail four corners of 
Israël. (...)

JA  Last week, the followers of Rabbi Ovadia Yossef declared 
that he would be meeting with the military before making his 
décision about the accords...

Y L  ...Words, words...
JA  ...and his spokesmen declared that he would be examining 

the accords according to the Jewish religious concept of piqah 
nefesh (the saving of human life, that is, the idea that human life 
is the essential element: i.e. would signing the accords save 
Jewish lives or endanger them?).

Y L  If piqah nefesh is taken as a political precept, then it 
would be forbidden to go to war. But any secular pacifist will tell 
you the same thing: nothing justifies going to war, neither 
country, nor nation — the only essential thing is saving human 
lives. To bring up piqah nefesh in the current context is 
hypocrisy. Unfortunately, there is a tremendous amount of 
hypocrisy in religious Judaism today, which is going through a 
period of real degeneration.

JA  Hard words...
Y L  I know. I use hard words on purpose.
JA  You7 re giving atheists like me plenty of ammunition 

against religious Judaism.
Y L  What makes you think Pm giving you "ammunition 

against religious Judaism"? What makes you think I care one 
whit about your opinion of Judaism or of religion in général?

JA  It's your opinion that counts?
Y L  When it cornes to religious faith, yes.

West Jerusalem, 14 September 1993
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