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Elements of Ancient Jewish Nationalism
by David Goodblatt. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, xvi + 
260 pgs.

The notion that nationalism is a distinctively modern phenomenon has 
been a matter of scholarly orthodoxy since the now classic nineteenth-
century essays by Lord Acton and Ernest Renan.1 And there certainly can 
be no question that in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries the relationship between state power and popular identity underwent 
dramatic transformations throughout much of the world under the im-
pact of modern forces such as industrialization, urbanization, the growing 
centralization of political authority, the idea of popular sovereignty, and 
both imperialism and decolonization. In the theoretical treatments of 
nationalism over the past several decades, the tendency to identify the 
phenomenon as strictly modern in its origins and functions has grown 
even stronger. The dominant, “modernist” school of nationalism studies 
is reinforced in its position precisely by the fact that nationalist ideo-
logues have tended to employ crudely ahistorical, romanticized narratives 
and images in portraying the histories and identities of peoples in whose 
names they have claimed to speak.2 The assertion that any nation is an 
organic, primordial entity that has existed from time immemorial, but 

HEBRAIc PoLItIcAL StudIES, VoL. 2, No. 2 (SPRINg 2007), PP. 242–251, © 2007 SHALEm PRESS.

 1 John Emerich Edward dalberg-Acton (Lord Acton), “Nationality” (essay first pub-
lished in 1862), in dalberg-Acton, The History of Freedom and Other Essays (London: 
macmillan, 1919); Ernest Renan, “What Is a Nation?” trans. martin Thom, in geoff 
Eley and Ronald grigor Suny, eds., Becoming National: A Reader (New York: oxford 
university Press, 1996).
 2 Anthony d. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories 
of Nations and Nationalism (London: Routledge, 1998). Throughout this review, I will 
follow Smith’s usage in employing the terms “modernism” and “modernists” to denote 
the school of thought that regards nationalism as a strictly modern phenomenon. 



whose consciousness may be in need of awakening, is so obviously sim-
plistic and propagandistic in nature—and so easily manipulated to justify 
policies of discrimination, exclusion, or aggression—that scholarly ana-
lysts have felt impelled (one might even say provoked) to expose the 
socially constructed nature of nations and nationalism. In so doing they 
have tended to minimize the significance of any similarities or continui-
ties between modern nationalist projects and what might appear to the 
uncritical eye as their premodern analogues. Even the most systematic 
and influential critic of this dominant perspective, Anthony d. Smith, 
has been careful to emphasize that the ancient proto-nation is no more 
than that and is best described as an ethnie—a community of identity and 
even of territorial attachment, based on a common culture and myth of 
origin, but without the fully developed claim to popular sovereignty and 
the self-awareness as a particular manifestation of a global phenomenon 
that constitute the distinguishing characteristics of the modern nation.3 

one of the persistent flies in the modernist ointment has been the case 
of the ancient Jews, which has figured prominently in Smith’s writings and 
has formed a focal point of Steven grosby’s influential critique of mod-
ernism.4 Not only does the classical Jewish synthesis of shared-ancestry 
myth, religio-cultural community, and claims to territorial sovereignty 
seem very similar to modern forms of national identity. This premodern 
counterexample is also very difficult to dismiss as an irrelevant curiosity, 
given the enormous influence it has had—by way of the Hebrew Bible’s 
incorporation into christian scripture—on latter-day Euro-Atlantic con-
ceptions of national identity.5 

In his important new book, david goodblatt does not beat around the 
bush. He argues flat out that the ancient Jews developed a full-fledged 
nationalism that conforms to any reasonable definition of the term. 
goodblatt is impatient with what he regards as overly fine distinctions 
between ethnic and national identity that stand in the way of recogniz-
ing ancient manifestations of nationalism for what they were. Focusing 
primarily on the period from the Hasmonean revolt of the second cen-
tury B.c.E. to the Bar Kochba rebellion of the second century c.E., he 
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marshals considerable evidence to support his contention that national-
ism was a formative ideological force among the Jews of Palestine over 
the course of these years. Sharing a familiarity with and reverence for the 
Hebrew Scriptures (which were made accessible to the illiterate through 
a growing tradition of public readings), Jews derived from those texts a 
powerful sense of kinship and common religio-cultural tradition. These 
aspects of their identity were closely bound up with an attachment to 
what they understood to be their ancestral land and an aspiration to es-
tablish and maintain independent Jewish rule in that territory. moreover, 
the Hebrew Bible clearly denotes the Israelites as one—albeit a chosen 
one—among many peoples in the world, and goodblatt suggests that 
this undermines the claim that only in the modern era do individual 
peoples see their own nationhood as the manifestation of a universal 
phenomenon. What more, goodblatt asks, does one need to establish 
that Jews of the late Second temple period (if not before) were animated 
by nationalism?

The author extensively acknowledges the prior work of doron mendels 
on this subject.6 But in the book under review, goodblatt wrestles much 
more directly and explicitly with the theoretical arguments about the 
modernity of nationalism. (Steven grosby has tackled the issue in simi-
lar fashion; although goodblatt does cite grosby’s work, he might have 
contended with it more extensively.) goodblatt readily acknowledges the 
socially constructed nature of nationalism and convincingly argues that it 
could just as readily be constructed by an ancient society as by a modern 
one. He brings to his topic the linguistic expertise and intimate familiar-
ity with the full range of available textual and numismatic evidence of an 
established scholar of ancient Jewish history. He analyzes in considerable 
detail selected materials drawn from the entire gamut of surviving textual 
sources, ranging from biblical and mishnaic texts to the Apocrypha and 
the writings of Josephus, from the dead Sea Scrolls and the recovered 
fragments of Bar Kochba’s correspondence to the inscriptions on coins of 
the Hasmonean dynasty and of the first and second revolts against Rome 
of the first and second centuries c.E. 

Some of the book’s chapters delve into source analysis in such depth 
and detail that it may become challenging for the reader to connect the 
arguments to the author’s overarching thesis. This is particularly the case 
in the three chapters devoted to the evolving usages of the names “Judah,” 
“Israel,” and “Zion” over the course of the Second temple era. The ques-
tion of why the Hasmonean dynasty identified itself as Judean whereas 
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the great Revolt and Bar Kochba coins invoke the “freedom of Israel” is 
certainly of intrinsic interest to specialists in the field. It’s not always clear 
why this is of significance to the argument about the ancient Jewish sense 
of national identity. That is to say, goodblatt convincingly argues that 
the various independent Jewish regimes (from the Hasmonean dynasty 
to the short-lived rebel polities of the first and second centuries c.E.) 
used terms such as “Judah,” “Israel,” and “Zion” to invoke and express 
the idea of nationhood and even employed them in recognizably nation-
alist slogans, such as the “of/for the Redemption of Zion” inscriptions 
on great Revolt coins. He proposes some interesting hypotheses about 
why the maccabees referred to their state as “Judah,” whereas the lead-
ers of the great Revolt and Bar Kochba seem to have preferred the term 
“Israel.” But in comparing what he terms “Judah nationalism” with “Israel 
nationalism” and “Zion nationalism,” the author does not make it clear 
what is qualitatively different among these various manifestations of an-
cient Jewish nationalism, other than to speculate that the latter two may 
have had more messianic overtones than the first. to be sure, the lim-
ited nature of surviving evidence makes it nearly impossible to establish 
what such qualitative differences may have been. But the book’s extensive 
treatment of these differences in nomenclature raises the expectation that 
this topic will shed more light on the evolution of ancient Jewish national 
consciousness than it in fact does. 

By the same token, to the extent that the comparative significance of 
these terms is discussed, the discussion is not always convincing. After 
discussing ancient “Zion nationalism,” goodblatt suggests that it is

…at least possible that the Judean rebels of 66–70, with their empha-
sis on Jerusalem and its temple, created the first Zionist movement. 
That is, they used the name ‘Zion’ [on widely circulated coins] to 
express and invoke Jewish nationalism…. Perhaps… the… coin-
age carried the message of the rebel leaders. If so, their attempt to 
mobilize the masses to fight for what the Zionist anthem Hatiqvah 
calls… ‘the land of Zion and Jerusalem’ justifies our characterizing 
the ideology of the rebels as ancient Zionism—or Zion nationalism 
(pp. 202–203).

This strikes me as an anachronistic argument that is both unneces-
sary and potentially self-defeating. That is to say, goodblatt makes a 
very compelling case overall for the existence of an ancient Jewish na-
tionalism. Why risk spoiling it by using a semantic argument to conflate 
it with modern Zionism—a movement that certainly did draw on pre-
existing conceptions of Jewish nationhood, but that also modified and 
adapted them in response to the distinctive context of exile and under 
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the influence of nineteenth- and twentieth-century European models of 
secular-democratic nationalism and techniques of mass mobilization? to 
my mind, one of the most significant contributions of goodblatt’s book is 
that it helps establish a potential basis for comparison between ancient and 
modern forms of nationalism (as well as among various ancient manifes-
tations of nationalism). But to be effective, such a framework of analysis 
has to allow for change over time, for differences as well as similarities 
between the nationalisms of Shim’on bar giora and david Ben-gurion. 
given the subtlety and meticulous attention to historical context with 
which goodblatt approaches the evolution of Jewish culture and nation-
al consciousness over the course of the Second temple era, there can be 
no doubt that he is in fact perfectly aware of the importance of histori-
cization. It’s just that the brief passage concluding his chapter on “Zion 
nationalism” needlessly opens his general thesis to a categorical dismissal 
by modernist critics—a dismissal that would in fact be unjustified. 

This criticism aside, david goodblatt has written a masterful and of-
ten engrossing treatment of an all too neglected topic. The book stands 
as a major contribution not only to our understanding of ancient Jewish 
nationalism but to the field of nationalism studies as a whole.

Aviel Roshwald, georgetown university

Renaissance England’s chief Rabbi: John Selden
by Jason P. Rosenblatt. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, ix + 314 pgs.

This book provides its readers with many important insights into the use 
of Hebraic materials in Renaissance England. Jason P. Rosenblatt focuses 
on John Selden’s research into rabbinic lore and its relevance to many 
of his somewhat less erudite, though often more famous, contemporar-
ies. This is primarily a brilliant analysis of the importance of Selden and 
the scope of his learning. It is likewise a majestic survey of classical, 
biblical, and rabbinic scholarship in works by Selden’s contemporaries: 
major poets such as William Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, John milton, and 
Andrew marvell as well as important scholars such as Hugo grotius, 
Henry Stubbe, John Lightfoot, Henry more, Thomas Hobbes, and Isaac 
Newton. 
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