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Introduction

This volume is devoted to Chaim Weizmann, the greatest Jewish statesman
of modern times, who laid the foundations of the culture that emerged in the
Yishuv and formed the basis for the Zionist ‘state in the making.” The articles
that follow focus on Weizmann’s activity as the leader of organized Zionism.
Weizmann was deeply involved in the adoption of the Balfour Declaration
and the development of the strategic alliance between the Zionist Movement
and Britain during the thirty years of the British Mandate in Palestine. In this
period the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Daniel Sieff Institute in
Rehovot (subsequently the Weizmann Institute of Science) were established
on his initiative, and the Jewish Agency was founded. At moments of crisis,
on the brink of the UN partition resolution, Weizmann managed to persuade
U.S. President Harry Truman to include the Negev within the confines of the
Jewish state and, when the crucial political moment arrived, to recognize the
State of Israel immediately upon its establishment — a critical factor in
assuring its legitimacy and international recognition.

In the minds of his contemporaries Weizmann’s name is inextricably linked
to the role of the presidency as a result of his twenty-two years as President
of the Zionist Organization, from 1920 to 1931 and 1935 to 1946 — a
considerable length of time in the history of a political leader whether in
Israel or elsewhere — as well as his term as President of the Provisional
Council of State and the first President of the State of Israel (1948-1952).
Weizmann played a meaningful, at times crucial, role in shaping the
challenges and tasks presented by the aspiration to realize the Zionist ideology
in the first half of the twentieth century. His cultural and political worldview
is also still relevant to many of the challenges that Israeli society faces today.

Weizmann fostered the absolute supremacy of the ‘cultural center’ in
Palestine over any other cultural, national, or financial framework that
Jewish communities around the world might maintain. The national center
that he fostered systematically and with boundless commitment was



designed to offer a response and an alternative to the Jews’ increasing
exclusion from participation in the shaping of European culture. He aspired
to create ‘a conducive atmosphere, with neither limits nor pressure from
foreign cultures, within a national life filled with a passionate desire to
create new Jewish values and link our great tradition with the values of the
modern era.” He rejected the wish to erect a barrier between the emerging
Jewish cultural center in Palestine and those parts of Jewish culture that
would remain in the Diaspora, arguing that ‘The Diaspora will be able to
receive much influence from such a center, which will thereby enhance the
self-respect of Jewish intellectuals.” A Jewish national renaissance
movement, Weizmann argued, could not base its activity solely on politics
and philanthropy. He saw the establishment of an advanced, institutionally
strong, and comprehensive Hebrew national education system as a sine qua
non for national fulfillment, and viewed the consolidation of an
academic-educational cultural elite as an essential source of strength, and
even survival, for Hebrew nationhood.

The purpose of this collection of academic articles is to illuminate the
numerous components that made up Weizmann’s Zionist path, which was
inseparably entwined with that of the movement that he led during the
struggle for national independence. We have deliberately refrained from any
attempt to blur the contradictions arising from the different authors’
accounts and analyses of the character, thought, and actions of the
‘historical hero’ of this book. It was not our goal to strive for a specific
‘historical truth’ or to create a single coherent interpretation of the figure of
Weizmann. Instead, we asked the contributors to choose what they judged
to be the best way of revealing what they regarded as the ‘historical truth’
regarding Weizmann — in the belief that the multiple voices would engender
an intellectually fruitful and challenging discourse. By means of the various
approaches derived from diverse trends in contempo-raneous historical
research, the articles in this book present different threads in the web of
historical events and processes in which Weizmann was involved — events
and processes that influenced the course of his life, the formation of his
thought and attitudes, the measures that he took, and his stature and legacy
in Jewish life and Jews’ lives in the modern era.
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