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Zichron Larishonim
Moshe Zimerman
Jehoshua Arieli

Jehoshua Arieli (1916-2002) was born in Karlsbad, grew
up in the Sudetenland, the epicenter of the European
national problem, and emigrated to Palestine in 1931.
After the outbreak of the war, in 1939, he volunteered to
the British army, fought in Greece, was captured by the
Germans and survived several internment camps for four
years. Upon returning from captivity, he began studying
history at the Hebrew University and later became
Richard Koebner’s assistant. Koebner, who had to leave
Germany in 1934, motivated Arieli to write his dissertation
in Harvard about “Individualism and Nationalism in
American Ideology” (the book appeared in 1964). For
Arieli, American nationalism was an intended alternative
to European nationalism and a challenge also to Jewish
nationalism.

Back in Jerusalem, he became Professor of American
history. However, brought up in a German-speaking
land, he concentrated also on European, especially on
German history, which serves as a special challenge for
Israelis. For Arieli the idea of the Primat of the nation
as an organic collective entity over the individual is the
key to the understanding of the Nazi catastrophe. Later,
in 1980, the new Chair for German history at the HU
was named after Koebner thanks to Arieli’s initiative. In
1993, Arieli was awarded the Israel Prize for his work as
a historian,

Arieli was a homo universalis, but he is known also



for his political involvement. His book The Complot
(1965) played a decisive role in the protest against the
governing Labour Party in the 1960es. After the Six-days-
war (1967) he was one of the most persistent opponents of
Israel’s oppression of the Palestinians.

Arieli played yet another role outside the ivory
tower: I spent many hours with him when he served as
a member of the history Curriculum committee at the
Ministry of education, half a century ago. The outcome
of these heated discussions, the new syllabus, aimed at
turning history-teaching into an intellectual challenge,
preparing the pupil for his role as a mature citizen.

Thirty years ago, I interviewed Arieli for a periodical
of the Israel Historical Society, where he addressed
the Israeli history teachers, presenting his insights
concerning “History and the Humanities”. There he
warned his readers: “I do not believe that conclusions
could be automatically drawn from history. Anyone who
wants to draw such conclusions is taking a big risk”. He
knew how dangerous historical conclusions are at the

service of unenlightened nationalism.
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