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uOrigins of the Jews 
T H E 1 3 T H T R I B E . By Arthur Koestler. 
z&b pages, tiandom House. $W.yo. 

M o s t Jews a l i ve today trace t h e i r an
cestry to Eas tern E u r o p e , to the so-cal led 
Ashkenaz i c Jews o f Po l and and L i t h u a 
nia . B u t w h e r e d i d those Jews come 
f rom? Usua l l y , h is tor ians say that the 
A s h k e n a z i m descended f r om B i b l i c a l 
J e w i s h stock, em i g ra t ed to Wes t e rn E u 
rope a n d t h e n m o v e d eastward . A r t h u r 

N o o n " ) a n d essayist, h i m s e l f b y o r i g i n a 
H u n g a r i a n Jew, pursues a m i n o r i t y o p i n 
i o n . H e argues fhat the A s h k e n a z i m were 
no t o r i g i n a l l y Jews at a l l . T h e y were , he 
says, Khazars, a T u r k i c peop l e once pow-

Polish Jews: Khazars, not Semites? 

e r fu l i n the l and b e t w e e n the Black and 
Casp ian seas, w h o conve r t ed to Juda ism 
i n the ear ly M i d d l e Ages. 

T h e Khazars we r e surv i vors . Caugh t 
b e t w e e n p o w e r f u l M u s l i m a n d C h r i s t i a n 
ne ighbors , they o p t e d for Juda i sm rather 
than g ive offense b y choos ing one r e l i 
g i o n over the other . Juda i sm, they c o u l d 
say d i p l o m a t i c a l l y , was a par t o f b o t h 
I s l am and C h r i s t i a n i t y . W h e n t h e i r k i n g 
d o m finally f e l l apart i n the t e n t h or 
e l e v e n t h cen tury , the Khazars m ig ra t ed 
no r thwes t and , acco rd ing to Koestler, 
e v o l v e d in t o the Ashkenaz im . 

nove l i s t ( "Darkness at 
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uDisappearance: Koest le r marshals the 
c o m p l e x e v idence for th i s theory i n a 
c lear and c o n v i n c i n g way. H e te l l s a good 
story, p u l l i n g togetner mater ia ls f rom 
m e d i e v a l M u s l i m and J e w i s h trave lers , 
scho lar l y controversy a n d t h e mys te r i ous 
l o r e o f t h e Khazars. T h e n the t r o u b l e 
starts. " T w o basic facts emerged from our 
survey/* he wr i t e s . " T h e disappearance 
o f the Khazar na t i on from its h i s t o r i c 
hab i ta t , a n d the s imu l taneous appear
ance i n adjacent reg ions to the no r thwes t 
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T H E T H I ^ t f ^ T H by Ar thur 
Koestler ( R a n d o m House ) . * A l l we 
can say with safety is that the K h 
zars were a ' T u r k i c ' tribe, who 
erupted from the Asian steppes, 
probably in the fifth century," says 
M r . Koestler. These warlike nomads 
settled north of the Black and C a s 
pian Seas and established an empire 
that ran, roughly, from the Carpathi 
ans to the Caucasus. I n about 740 , 
the Khazars converted to Judaism. 
T h e i r civilization s u r v i v e d on its 
home ground until the thirteenth 
century, when the Mongols de
stroyed southern Russia and sent 
the last of the Khazars into E a s t 
ern E u r o p e — i n t o Hungary, Poland, 
Lithuania, and the Ukraine. M r . 
Koestler argues that European J e w 
ry is, for the most part, of K h a 
zar origin. He calls upon both 
demography and linguistics to dem
onstrate the non-Semitic origin of j 
the Jews of Northern and Eastern ' 
Europe, and to prove that, whatever 
they are, Tews are pp/ ° r o " " ; " [ U a 

scientific seps^—that is, not descend
ed from a common gene pool. His 
book is engaging, and is particularly 
useful to readers of Western E u 
ropean and American backgrounds, 
who do not ordinarily learn much 
about the great medieval kingdoms 
of Eastern Europe, to whose growth 
and affluence the Khazars made con- t 
siderable contributions. 

o f the greatest concen t ra t i on o f Jews 
since the b e g i n n i n g o f the D i a spo ra . " 

H e t h e n proceeds to show that the 
large J e w i s h popu lace i n Po land and 
L i t h u a n i a c o u l d no t have i m m i g r a t e d 
from the West , because there we re s im
p l y no t e n o u g h Jews i n a l l o f Wes te rn 
E u r o p e to account for the Ashkenaz ic 
m u l t i t u d e . T h e Khazars, on the o ther 
hand , we r e an en t i r e popu lous na t i on . 
Koest ler also po in ts to the " E a s t e r n " 
style o f dress among Po l i sh Jews: kaftans 
and s k u l l caps. A n d he speculates that 
sedentary Wes t e rn Jews w o u l d no t have 
grav i ta ted in t o " s e m i - n o m a d i c " trades 
such as cart b u i l d i n g , w h i c h became a 
spec ia l ty w i t h Po l i sh Jews. 

T h e hear t of Koest ler 's a rgument , how
ever, is demograph i c , and the demo
graph ic e v idence is no tab l y weak T o 
be l i e v e Koest ler 's theo r y one m u s t t rust 
extrapo lat ions from the very scant data 
ava i lab le p e r t a i n i n g to Jew i sh popu la 
t ions i n m e d i e v a l t imes . O n e mus t also 
c r ed i t s i m i l a r l y unpersuas ive documents 
that are supposed to show that the con
vers ion o f the Khazars was not l i m i t e d to 
the r u l i n g e l i t e , b u t ex t ended i n some 
au then t i c and las t ing f o rm to the ent i r e 
Khazar na t i on . 

Patterns: W h e t h e r the convers ion the
ory ho lds u p u n d e r exper t s c ru t iny or not, 
Koest ler 's mot i ves for a d o p t i n g i t w i t h 
such zeal are u n d o u b t e d l y pecu l ia r . I f 
East E u r o p e a n Jews we r e gene t i ca l l y 
Khazars and not Semites, t h e n , he wr i t e s , 
" t h e t e r m ' an t i - S em i t i sm ' w o u l d become 
v o i d o f mean ing , based on a misappre 
hens i on shared b y b o t h the k i l l e r s and 
the i r v i c t i m s . " 

Does he rea l l y imag ine that ant i -Sem
i t i s m spr ings from a p u r e l y genet ic an
t ipa thy? Sure ly , e ven H i t l e r ' s ha t r ed of 
Jews was more comp l ex than that . 
Koest ler 's s tatement is, however , con
s istent w i t h h is f e e l i n g that Jews today 
"have no c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n i n c o m m o n , 
m e r e l y ce r ta in habi ts a n d behav io r pat
terns d e r i v e d from social i n h e r i t a n c e . " 
f e w Tews be l i e ve i n t h ^ i r H ' f J T n r 

pract ice i t . he says. T h i s is an extreme 
p o i n t o f v i e w at best, w h i c h Koest ler 
matches w i t h an e q u a l l y ex t reme propos
al for a so lu t i on (one a lmost hears h i m 
saying the final so lu t i on ) to the paradox: 
" e m i g r a t i o n to Israe l or gradual ass imi la
t i o n to t h e i r host n a t i o n s . " A l l that pre
vents th i s is the i l l u s i o n o f "Juda i sm 's 
rac ia l a n d h is to r i ca l message." I f only, o n l y ^ 

>e9? the Khazar theory w o u l d p r e va i l , Koe 
ler i m p l i e s , t h e n Jews w o u l d lose t h f r i r V 
last excuse to r e m a i n " J e w s . " M o s t o f the 
w o r l d w o u l d be Jew-free at last and 
Koest ler c o u l d relax. 

—RAYMOND SOKOLOV* 
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