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Daniel Elazar was both a profoundly com-
mitted Jew and a Renaissance person. Physi-
cally and intellectually he roamed the Jewish
and non-Jewish world. In his attempts at syn-
thesis and continuity he felt at home in both.
His analytical mind moved through the millen-
nia and disciplines in search of truth. He felt in
line with a specific trait of Sephardim about
whom he wrote that they have sought “to bal-
ance their lives both as Jews and as parts of a
larger human society.”"

His very committed worldview drew from a
coherent vision of the crucial role of tradition
in society, the true nature of human interac-
tions, and a good understanding of the ele-
ments permitting the development of civil so-
ciety. This enabled him to deal with many di-
verse issues as various strands of his thoughts
cross-fertilized each other.

In dedicating a book to his father, he wrote
what may also be taken as a description of his
own outlook. He wrote that his father’s great-
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ness lay “in the way in which he saw all Jews as
bnai brit and all humans of good will as at least
potential baalei brit and how he strove to bring
each group together to fulfill its fullest potential in
the finest Jewish and American traditions of cove-
nant.”? This, indeed, reflects Daniel Elazar’s own
background and perspective on life which fed from
Jewish, Sephardi, democratic, and American tradi-
tions.

The Continuity of Jewish Thought

Elazar focused much attention on the continuity
of Jewish thought through the millennia and its
relevance to a wide variety of contemporary issues.
In the 1960s he began to study the Jewish political
tradition from biblical times till the present, laying
the foundations for the new academic discipline of
Jewish political studies, while overcoming major
resistance from both secular and religious circles.

He saw the Torah as the “basic and foremost
constitutional document of Jewish history. Its sub-
sequent modifications and/or amplifications must,
therefore, be considered to have been necessitated
by overwhelming pressures for constitutional
change.” These changes, as expressed in Mishnah,
Gemara, and the major halakhic codes, maintain
the Torah’s traditions, though redirecting and sup-
plementing them.

Brit, the covenant as it figures in the Torah,
was for him a key Jewish political concept. Elazar
defined the political purpose of the Bible as “to
teach humans the right way to live in this world.
Since its teachings require humans to live together
to fulfill God’s commandments, its teachings focus
on living in a polity, a commonwealth designed to
enable fallible humans to find and follow the right
way. It does so on two levels: (1) it provides a ba-
sis for the achievement of a messianic age, and (2)
it discusses the more practical problems of living
in society until then,”

Elazar analyzed the distribution of power be-
tween the partners in the successive covenants
between God and Noah, Abraham and the Israelites
at Sinai. He stressed their political aspects in his
writing: “By the Bible’s own terms, any teaching
about the good life must include teachings about
the good commonwealth.”

Humanity’s Choice

In Elazar’s view, humanity was free to decide
whether to adhere to these covenants. From the
biblical worldview, all humans are expected to be
bound by the Noahide covenant. Elazar linked ba-
sic human rights to the acceptance of obligations, a
motif which frequently returns in his writing. In
his view, outlaws who do not accept the Noahide
covenant cannot be punished for breaking it except
for the most blatant acts of inhuman behavior.

From there on, Elazar claims, “all human be-
ings can also accept the covenant of Abraham, that
is to say, join one of the monotheistic faiths and
accept its obligations and gain certain rights
thereby. They may also accept the Sinai Covenant
and become Jews, thereby taking on even greater
obligations and winning the right to be numbered
among God’s singular people (am segula), that is
to say, to have the full brit and not merely benefit
from Abraham’s brit and brakhah. These are all
matters of individual human choice.”

Elazar sees in maintaining the Divine com-
mandments an element which fosters the Jews’
civic virtue.” Another component of the latter is
their historical memory which finds its expression
inter alia in the first “national” historical site of
the Jewish people and, perhaps, in the history of
the world: the stone cairn erected as a commemo-
ration of the crossing into the Land of Canaan by
the Israelites in the time of Joshua. “This reflects
the sense of history that has been part and parcel of
the Jewish approach to life since the very origins
of the Jewish people.”g

From Ancient Thought to Modern Themes

Covenants, human rights and obligations, as
well as national and historical sites are only a few
of the modern themes Elazar recognizes in the Bi-
ble and classical Jewish sources, and integrates in
his development of a Jewish perspective on poli-
tics. This approach, which is so characteristic of
much of his work, traces political motifs through
Jewish history, confronts them with contemporary
attitudes in general society, and develops ways to
teach them.’

He seeks a way to bridge the gap between tra-
ditional Jewish and modern expectations of rights




and obligations. He looks, for instance, at anti-
democrats abusing the freedom in democracy and
considers it a reasonable Jewish position that those
who do not share the basic agreements underlying
democracy should be denied the right to use it.
Elazar is well aware that current moral opinion
runs contrary to this practical judgment. He thus
stresses the need to find moral grounds for such an
approach, being aware that if society bases itself
exclusively on what is practically justifiable, the
situation in Nazi times looms in the background.'®

The Ideal Jewish City

Another analysis of historical Jewish positions
against a contemporary background concerns the
form of government of the Jewish people in bibli-
cal times. Elazar defines this as “republican in an
aristocratic as much as a democratic way.”"!

Yet another theme — not surprising in view of
his deep interest in local government — is how
classical Judaism views the city. In a lecture he
said that the Bible “does not celebrate urban civili-
zation in the manner of the Greeks and Romans. At
the same time it is not anti-city per se. As in all
things, however, it is realistic about cities and does
not romanticize them.”"?

Elsewhere he wrote: “The Levites received 48
cities around the country, each with pasture lands
to 2,000 cubits each (Numbers 35). The inclusion
of pasturage lands in the grant is indicative of the
basically sub-urban character of the ‘cities’ of Is-
rael.”"?

His defense of small cities against the me-
tropolis fitted well with this worldview. It gave
Elazar great satisfaction that he and his colleagues
at the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs served
as advisers to the most important Israeli urban re-
vitalization aspect: Project Renewal. Under his
leadership, JCPA pioneered diaspora representa-
tion in Project Renewal, and in 1986 organized an
international conference in Jerusalem on urban re-
vitalization with over 500 participants from 30
countries.'*

The Jewish Political Tradition

The Jewish political dialogue commenced over
3200 years ago as the Israelites developed common
and distinctive responses to political situations.
Ever since, Jews have enhanced that tradition,
many elements of which continue to be relevant in

contemporary Jewish life. Elazar led a growing
group of scholars from around the world who have
been investigating that tradition and developing the
field of Jewish political studies as a part of Jewish
studies.

As the father of Jewish political studies, Elazar
was responsible for the publication of the basic
literature in the field including: Kinship and Con-
sent: The Jewish Political Tradition and Its Con-
temporary Uses, published also in Hebrew as Am
V'Edah; The Jewish Polity: Jewish Political Or-
ganization from Biblical Times to the Present (with
Stuart A. Cohen), published in Hebrew as Adat
Bnai Yisrael; a four-volume exploration of the
Covenant Tradition in Politics, representing a life-
time of historical research; Authority, Power and
Leadership in the Jewish Polity: Cases and Issues:
and The Jewish Political Tradition: High School
Students Course Book and Teachers Guide (He-
brew).

In addition, Elazar founded the Workshop in
the Covenant Idea and the Jewish Political Tradi-
tion, sponsored by JCPA in cooperation with the
Bar-Ilan University Department of Political Stud-
ies, which produced nearly 40 publications. In
1981 he initiated a workshop for academics on the
Study and Teaching of Jewish Political Studies,
held every summer for nearly twenty years. In 1989
he founded and edited the Jewish Political Studies
Review, the first and only scholarly journal dedi-
cated to the study of Jewish political institutions
and behavior, Jewish political thought, and Jewish
public affairs.

Jewish Community Studies

Jewish community studies represented an area
of major interest. Starting in 1968, he set out over
the decades to study every Jewish community in
the world, documenting their organization and dy-
namics in order to map out their future."”” One of
his last Jerusalem Letters analyzed the Jewish
community of Miami.'®

In 1970 he founded the Center for Jewish
Community Studies in Philadelphia for this pur-
pose. Then in 1976, together with a group of Israeli
scholars, he established the Jerusalem Institute for
Federal Studies to conduct research on questions of
federalism, Israel-Arab peace, the administered
territories, power-sharing in multi-ethnic polities,
and intergovernmental relations in Israel, and to




explore federal responses to current political
problems. The institute’s first commissioned proj-
ect came from the Ministry of Defense, headed at
the time by Shimon Peres, to explore federal or
shared rule options for the future of Judea, Sa-
maria, and Gaza. In 1978 he established the Jeru-
salem Center for Public Affairs (JCPA) as an um-
brella organization encompassing both the Center
for Jewish Community Studies and the Jerusalem
Institute for Federal Studies, to undertake policy
research and education and serve both Israel and
the Jewish people. JCPA attracted both Jeading and
promising scholars of diverse geographical, disci-
plinary, and political backgrounds to participate in
the Center’s work.

He not only had to devote his attention to the
academic side of JCPA’s activities, but he person-
ally raised most of the funds for its operation and
its beautiful building, named in honor of the
Milken family. The many donations he received
were, to a large extent, an expression of the per-
sonal confidence that he enjoyed and admiration
for his intellectual abilities.

Squaring Circles, Completing Agendas, Building
Bridges

The subheadings from his many Jerusalem
Letters expressed frequently recurring motifs in his
approach, such as “squaring circles,” “completing
a century-long agenda,” and “rebuilding the bridge
around new tasks.” He also used constructive ter-
minology in the titles of his books and articles:
Reinventing World Jewry: How to Design the
World Jewish Polity,"" Israel: Building a New So-
ciety,'® “Strengthening the Ties between the Ameri-
can Jewish Community and the States,”"’ “Israel at
Fifty: Some Issues in Building a Proper Demo-
cratic Polity,”” “Orthodox and Non-Orthodox Ju-
daism: How to Square the Circle,”?' and “A New
Agenda for the Jewish People.”?

He deeply regretted the increasingly higher
walls of separation between the various Jewish
movements in the United States, and felt that
chances had been missed there in the past. On the
“who is a Jew?” issue he wrote that the problem
was to develop “operational ways to maintain
Jewish religious unity in the face of the confronta-
tion of two binary opposite perspectives. At the
root of the problem is the fact that both the Israeli
Orthodox establishment and the American Conser-

vative and Reform movements are right from their
respective perspectives.””> Though religiously ob-
servant himself, he wrote: “An objective observer
would probably also have to agree that both are
right, at least in some ways.”*

Reading the Bible and looking around him
made him realize that people with very different
views have to live together in communal frame-
works. Civil society can only exist if it tries at
Jeast partly to unite people in their diversity. De-
fining which bridges have to be built and how to
lay the intellectual and practical cornerstones for
them was a life-long interest.

Neo-Phariseans, Neo-Sadduceans, Neo-Essenes

Ten years ago, he had analyzed how the atti-
tude toward Judaism of the non-religious public in
Israel had been changing since 1967. “For a small
but very visible group, it has meant a return to tra-
ditional forms and Orthodoxy. For others, it has
led to an effort to establish a movement for secular
humanist Jews in an almost pathetic attempt to de-
velop an a-theistic Judaism. For many more it has
meant a searching for ways to express growing in-
terest, openness and positive sentiments.”?’

He was realistic enough, however, to consider
it normal for Jews to divide into camps and, once
again, saw in this phenomenon continuity through
the millennia. Elazar recognized in these modern-
day camps their predecessors in the days of the
Second Temple. He considered contemporary
halakhic Jews to be neo-Phariseans. The neo-
Sadducean Jews define their Jewish identity
mainly in the existence of Israel. Elazar said that
this started out with socialist Zionism, which
turned out to be an ideological dead-end.

He doubted that, in the void thus created, for-
eign imports into Israel like Reform and Conserva-
tive ideas would speak to non-religious Israelis as
they did not authentically grow within the Israeli
community. In the kibbutzim he recognized the
neo-Essenes who tried to create a contemporary
holy community in a secularized context.?®

The Ability to Overcome Catastrophes

Elazar stressed that organized Judaism has an
extraordinary capability to reorganize despite ever-
renewing challenges, some of the greatest of which
it had to confront in the closing century. He was
convinced, based on his historical perspective, that
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world Jewry has an inherent ability to overcome
major catastrophes and situations of distress, as
proven by its post-Holocaust history.

He expressed this clearly in his analysis of the
revival of European Jewry.” He considered that
the Jews outside Israel and North America have to
take their rightful place on the Jewish world scene.
He felt it to be his obligation to be out in the fore-
front, identifying what the new challenges are,
what they mean for the Jewish agenda, and how
one should organize to confront them.?®

In this spirit, he undertook with associates a
comprehensive study of the world Jewish polity as
it has developed over the past 150 years, setting
out what the specific roles of each of the various
Jewish world organizations could be.?

The Sephardi Tradition

The Elazars can trace their history back to
Salamanca in Aragon before the Spanish exile, and
thereafter to Saloniki and other parts of the Otto-
man Empire, as well as to Jerusalem. Daniel Elazar
served as the first president of the American
Sephardi Federation upon its creation in 1972 and
all his life sought to stimulate the recognition of
Sephardi culture within the broader framework of
Jewish culture.

Elazar was looking for unique Sephardi contri-
butions to Jewish society through the ages and for
their contemporary traits in various fields.*® The
specificity of Sephardi Zionism he found expressed
in its early seeking of “political solutions to the
Jewish condition, at the same time never divorcing
such solutions from a deep religious commit-
ment.™*' This synthesis of religious and political
impulses is integral to their Jewishness*? and was
also true for Elazar himself. He underlined, how-
ever, that Sephardim and Ashkenazim have stood
together to support Israel wherever they resided.

When he categorizes the various halakhic posi-
tions, he adds a sixth category — Sephardi halak-
hic — to that of the commonly mentioned ultra-
Orthodox, centrist Orthodox, Conservative-

Masorti, Reform, and Reconstructionist. Elazar
justifies this separate category by saying: “Despite
the tremendous pressure it is under from the first
and second groups...one can still see a tendency
among Sephardic posekim to look upon all of
halakhah, religious and civil, as a piece, to con-
sider contemporary conditions while searching for

the proper decision according to the text, to take a
broader view of contemporary issues, and to seek
to bring less halakhically-committed Jews closer to
Judaissjm in their decision-making insofar as possi-
ble.”

In his book The Other Jews: The Sephardim
Today, he attempted to see whether Ashkenazim
and Sephardim differ more than superficially
within the context of their Jewishness and whether
this would be of lasting significance to Jewish
civilization.”® The book was published in 1989,
before the major Russian aliyah, at the time when
the Sephardim were a majority in Israel.

Fighting Myths and Stereotypes

Daniel Elazar fought against the myths and
stereotypes propagated by members of Israel’s es-
tablishment, which divided the country into civi-
lized Western Ashkenazim and culturally-backward
and undemocratic Eastern Sephardim.** This led to
efforts to “civilize” the latter, a euphemism for
trying to assimilate them to the values of Labor
party members who had come from Russia.

Under this pretext, the Sephardi immigrants
were robbed of a precious heritage. Elazar defined
it as “an assault on an entire segment of Jewish
culture.”® He added: “it is hard to overemphasize
the discrimination, perhaps unwitting but no less
real, against Sephardic culture in Isracli society.””’
Throughout the pages of The Other Jews it be-
comes clear that, as a Sephardi intellectual, he oc-
casionally felt alien in some Ashkenazi environ-
ments where those who want to be part of the
higher echelons of Israeli society are expected “to
accept what are in essence Ashkenazi norms.”?

In conversations he would not mention this
uniess his partners in conversation were specifi-
cally interested in the subject. A friend of his told
one of the authors how disappointed he was that,
rather than the moderate Sephardi outlook influ-
encing the Ashkenazi one in Israel, the reverse was
increasingly the case.

In his comment on the overwhelming success of
Shas in the May 1999 elections, after the convic-
tion of Aryeh Deri, he saw a reflection of “the deep
feeling of victimization on the part of many Jews

-from the Muslim lands and their children who took

the verdict as an anti-Sephardic act rather than a
matter of administering justice fairly without fear
or favor, The intensity of feelings of victimization




on the part of at least 15 percent of the electorate
fifty years after the founding of the state and
nearly that long since most of them or their parents
came to Israel, does not bode well for the future.”

Federalism

Federalism, one of the fields which made him
internationally known in the academic community,
seemed on the surface to be separate from his other
interests. In his writings, however, he frequently
pointed out that foedus, the Latin word from which
the term “federalism™ derives, means “covenant,”
which in turn had its origin in the Hebrew word
“prit.”*® He observed that many philosophers,
theologians and political theorists in the Western
world had noticed that the roots of the federal idea
were to be found in the Bible."

Elazar devised federal solutions to bridge the
seemingly unbridgeable or, in his own words, “to
provide for the energetic pursuit of common ends
while maintaining the respective integrities of all
parties.”** He studied how the institutional mecha-
nisms and frameworks of federalism can be used
for conflict resolution. On various occasions he
was consulted for projects concerning federal po-
litical solutions for South Africa, Italy, Cyprus,
and Spain, and federal arrangements in Yugoslavia
and the European Community.*

In 1998, JCPA organized a conference on
“Federalism and Peace-Making” on the occasion of
the annual meeting of the International Association
of Centers for Federal Studies, an organization he
helped found in 1977. The U.S. Embassy in Cyprus
brought delegations of both Greek and Turkish
Cypriots to the conference where Elazar tried to
find commeon ground and narrow down the issues.
It was clear that both sides saw in him a person
who, in the future, could make a contribution to
reducing the conflict.

Elazar insisted for decades that federal ar-
rangements could serve the cause of Middle East
peace and that political leaders in Israel and its
neighbors would ultimately realize this.* He wrote
frequently on this and organized several confer-
ences on the subject.45 In Two Peoples...One Land,
he developed eleven possible federal options for a
resolution of the conflict between Israelis and Pal-
estinian Arabs,*

He gave much attention to many aspects of the
Palestinian question and studied and promoted

roads to peace. After the Oslo Agreements, how-
ever, he warned against exaggerated optimism. He
saw that, in the short term, they had done much for
Israel, and saw a possible scenario which might
turn out to be a blessing for the country. He also
recognized that, in the same short term, they had
probably reduced the breach between Israel and the
diaspora, which he considered to have been partly
caused by the media.

In the U.S., Daniel Elazar was Professor of Po-
litical Science and founder and director of the
Center for the Study of Federalism at Temple Uni-
versity in Philadelphia, as well as the founder and
editor-in-chief of Publius: The Journal of Feder-
alism. In addition, he was appointed by President
Ronald Reagan to two terms as a member of the
U.S. Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental
Relations. In Israel he was Senator N.M. Paterson
Emeritus Professor of Intergovernmental Relations
at Bar-Ilan University in Ramat Gan, where he also
directed the Institute for Local Government.

Between Israel and America

Elazar always attempted to look simultaneously
at the multiple aspects of an issue. This enabled
him to act as a visionary pragmatist. This was
strengthened by his seeking to combine academic
research with public affairs involvement and aim-
ing to have policy studies influence decision-
making.

Elazar’s choice to come to Israel from America
had been made very consciously. He did not burn
bridges, however. He maintained his professorship
at Temple University, traveled frequently to the
United States, and focused not only on U.S.-Israel
relations but also on describing the structure of the
American Jewish community?” and making sugges-
tions to improve it.**

He also continued his studies of American con-
stitutional affairs.*” Also here the interdependence
of his interests emerged. He pointed out that there
was considerable evidence that the founding gen-
eration of the United States was aware that the
American Constitution represented a reconstruc-
tion of federalism in its ancient, biblical form.*®

Personal and Public Choices

Daniel Elazar approached his personal prob-
lems as he did his research issues, in a pragmatic
way. Stricken by polio in his youth, he abhorred
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