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THE DYNAMICS OF COLLECTIVE REMEMBERING

Collective memory has recently emerged as a major focus of interdiscipli-

nary research. This study is part of a growing body of literature exploring
the social construction of collective memory, the relationship between
history and memory, the role of commemorative narratives and rituals in
contemporary social life, and their impact on the political sphere, It
explores how a society of immigrahts, engaged in constructing a distinct
national identity and culture, recreated its roots in the past. These collec-
tive memories of recovered roots became a driving force for change and a

means of articulating new values and ideas. In this process the new nation

relied heavily on both history and tradition. By introducing a highly selec-
tive attitude to them, alternating between rejection and acceptance, sup-
pression and elaboration, it has reconstructed a new national memory and
tradition. :

This book revolves around thrée historical events, yet it is not a histori-
cal study. Rather, it focuses on how members of moam%mlga
terpret thesé €vents, iow the meaning of the'past 15 construcred, and how
it is modified over time. My interest here is at that level of historical knowi-
edge that, in the final analysis, is the most meaningful one in the context of
everyday life. As Carl Becker observes:

The kind of history that has most influence upon the life of the com-
munity and the course of events is the bistory that common peaple carry
around in their beads. It won’t do to say that history has no influence
upon the course of events because people refuse to read history
baoks. Whether the general run of people read history books or not,
they inevitably picture the past in some fashion ‘or other, and this
picture, however little it corresponds to real past, helps to determine

S their ideas about politics and society. (Emphasis added)*
i Q_:,ch , 7))
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" This book is thus concerned with that level of historical knowledge-that
Maurice Halbwachs call§{collective memory. As Halbwachs points out, ev=
ery group develops the memory of its own past that highlights its unique

identity vis-a-vis other groups. Lhese reconstructed images provide the

Toup with an account of its origin and development and thus allow it to
recognize itself throngh time”* Although collective memory 1s carried by
individals; 1t expands beyond their autobiographical memory, as its relies
on the transmission of knowledge from one generation to another.*

Halbwachs’s seminal work made a major contribution to the study of
collective memory by identifying it as a form of memory that is distinct
from both the historical and the autobiographical. By highlighting the im-
portance of understanding collective memory within its social frameworks
(cadres sociaux), Halbwachs has inspired a growing body of research on the

_ social and political dimensions of commemoration.® Yet IHalbwachs’s desire
to highlight the unique qualities of collective memory appears to have led

" him to overstate its contrast to history. He therefore portrays them as two
polar representations of the past. History, the product of a scholarly scru-
tiny of the records of the past, is essentially a “superorganic” science de-
tached from the pressures of the immediate sociopolitical reality. Collective
memory, on the other hand, is an organic part of social life that is continu-
ously transformed in response to society’s changing needs.’

This opposition is in part explained by Halbwachs’s view of history and
collective memory as historically situated modes of knowledge. When tra-
dition weakens and social memory is fading, he argues, history emerges as

the primary mode of knowledge about the past.” The scholarly study of the
past is thus a typical expression of the modern era, which has discredited
memory as a form of relating to the past. In that sense the contemporary
French scholar Pierre Nora follows Halbwachs’s approach. Like him he
believes in the spontaneity and fluidity of collective memory, which is “in

[,

permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting,
WnConscous of its successive deformations, valnerable to namipulation and

mﬁ%&nmunim to being dormant and periodically revived.”s Yet
history, the critical discourse, has emerged in fundamental opposition to
memory, wishing to suppress it. Thus, with the decline of the tradition of
memory in modern society, Nora argues, we witness only archival forms

of memory located in isolated “sites” (les lienx de mémoire). These sites are.

“fandamentally remains, the ultimate embodiments of a memarial con-
sciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that cails out for
- memory. because it has abandoned it.”?
As Patrick Hutton points out, few historians today would embrace
Halbwachs’s view of history as expressed in his Collective Memory.® His-
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torical writing is inevitably limited by its interpretive perspective, the
choice and ordering of information, and narratological constraints.'* Fis-
torians may indeed strive to become detached analysts, but they are also
members of their own socicties, and, as such, they often respond to preva-
lent social ideas about the past. In fact, historians may not only share the
basic premises of collective memory but also help to shape them through
their work, as the history of national movements has shown.!? )

On the other hand, in spite of its dynamic character, collective memory

 is not an entirely fluid knowledge nor is it totally detached from historical

I &6

memory. As Barry Schwartz points out, Halbwachs’s “presentist approach”
undermines the notion of historical continuity by its overemphasis on the
adaptability of collective memory. “Given the constraints of a recorded his-
tory,” Schwartz argues, “the past cannot be literally construed, it can only
be selectively exploited.” Collective memory continuously negotiates
between available historical records and current social and political agen-
das. And in the process of referring back to these records, it shifts its inter-
pretation, selectively emphasizing, suppressing, and elaborating different
aspects of that record, History and memory, therefore, do not operate in
totally detached, opposite directions. Their relationships are underlined by
conflict as well as interdependence,'* and this ambiguity provides the com-
memoration with the creative tension that makes it such a fascinating sub-
ject of study.

Collective memory, as this study demonstrates, has by no means disap-
peared, nor can it be confined to the status of mere “survival” from an older
age. Modern societies continue to develop their shared memories of their
past in spite of the upsurge of historical research and writing. And even
today poets and writers, journalists and teachers often play a more decisive
role than professional historians in shaping popular images of the past.”* A
wide range of formal and informal commemorations fuels the vitality of
collective memory. Holiday celebrations, festivals, monuments, memorials,
songs, stories, plays, and educational texts continue to compete with schol-

rly appraisals of the past in constructing collective memory.

Although Halbwachs points out the fluidity of collective memory, he
does not address the question of hew it is transformed. Within this context

the dynamics of memory change.” Collective memory is substantiated
through multiple forms of commemoration: the celebration ofa communal
festival, the reading of a tale, the participation in a memorial service, or the
observance of a holiday. Through these commemorative rituals, groups
create, articulate, and negotiate their shared memories of particular
events.” The performance of commemorative rituals allows participants

g the concept of commemoration emerges as central to our understanding of
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not only to revive and affirm older memories of the past but also to modify

them. Indeed, in the novel Beloved, Toni Morrison’s expression “to reme-

mory” articulates this idea, showing how the symbolic reexperiencing of
the past reshapes its memory.® On the communal level each act of com-
ymemoration makes it possible to introduce new interpretations of the past,

yet the recurrence of commemorative performances contributes to an over-

all sense of continuity of collective memory.

While scholars and intellectuals engage in a formal historical discourse,
for most members of the society, knowledge of the past ié first and foremost
shaped by these multiple commemorations. Moreover, children’s early so-
cialization in collective memory precedes their introduction to the formal
study of history and can exceed its influence. Schools play a prominent role
in the socialization of national traditions. Early-childhood education in
particular reinforces those shared images and stories that express and rein-
force the group’s memory. Children in nursery schools, kindergartens, and
the first grades thus learn about major historical figures or events from
stories, poems, school plays, and songs. These genres often blend facts with
fiction, history with legend, for this colorful blend is believed to render the
literature more appealing for the very young." These commemorations
contribute to the early formation of sentiments and ideas about the past
that might persist even in the face of a later exposure to history.

Fach act of commemoration reproduces a commeniorative narrative, a
stary about a particular past that accounts for this ritualized remembrance
and provides a moral message for the group members. In creating this nar-
rative, collective memory clearly draws upon historical sources. Yet it does
so selectively and creatively. Like the historical narrative, the commemo-
rative narrative differs from the chronicle because it undergoes the process
of narrativization. As Hayden White observes, the selection and organiza-
tion of a vast array of chronicled facts into a narrative form requires a re-
sponse to concerns that are essentially literary and poetic.” This fictional
dimension, which he points out with regard to the historical narrative, is
even more pronounced in the case of the commemorative narrative, which

more easily blurs the line between the real and the imagined.** The crea- -

tivity of the commemorative narrative within the constraints of the histori-
cal narrative, its manipulation of the historical record with deliberate sup-
pressions and imaginative elaborations, is explored throughout this work.
Each commemoration reconstructs a specific segment of the past and is
therefore fragmentary in nature, Yet these commemorations together con~

" tribute to the formation of a master commemorative narrative that structures

collective memory. With this concept I Tefér to a broader view of history, a
basic “story line” that is culmrally constructed and provides the group
members with a general notion of their shared past.??
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To fully appreciate the meaning of individual commemorations, then, it
is important to examine them within the framework of the master com-
memorative narrative, The study of the collective memory of a particular
event thus calls for the examination of the history of its commemoration as
well'as its relation to other significant events in the group’s past. As we shall
see below, the formation of such analogies or contrasts between major his-

torical periods and events is in itself a part of the construction of collective

Memory.
The master commemorative narrative focuses on the group’s distinct

" social identity and highlights its historical development. In this sense it

contributes to the formation of the nation, portraying it as a unified group
moving through history.? This general thrust often implies a linear con-
ception of time. Yet the master commemorative narrative occasionally sus-
pends this linearity by the omission, regression, repetition, and the confla-
tion of historical events. The holiday cycle, the annual calendar, and the
liturgical cycle typically disrupt the flow of time by highlighting recurrent
patterns in the group’s experiences.’ Indeed, the tension between the lin-
ear and cyclical perceptions of histbry often underlies the construction of
collective memory?® As we shall see, the commemorative narratives of spe-
cific events often suggest their unique character, while their examination
within the context of the master commemorative narrative indicates the
recurrence of historical patterns in the group’s experience. .

Since collective memory highlights the group’s distinct identity, the
master commemorative narrative focuses on the event that marks the
group’s emergence as an independent social entity:?¢ The commemoration
of beginnings is clearly essential for demarcating the group’s distinct iden-
tity vis-a-vis others. The emphasis on a “great divide”? between this group
and others is used to dispel any denial of the group’s legitimacy. The com-
memaration of beginnings justifies the group’s claim as a distinct unit, of-
ten by demonstrating that its roots go back to a distant past. European
national movements displayed keen interest in peasants’ folldore since
they believed that it provided evidence of a unique national past and tradi-
tions preserved by this folk.?* Similarly, more modern nations attempted to
recover or invent older traditions to display their common roots in a dis-
tant past.? .

Pierre Nora comments that modern nations celebrate “birth” rather
than “origins” to articulate a sense of historical discontinuity.*® Indeed,
birth symbolizes at one and the same time a point of separation from an-
other group and the heginning of a new life as a collective entity with a
farure of its own. A shift in the commemoration of beginnings can also
serve as a means of transforming a group’s identity. The more recent em-~
phasis by African Americans on their African origins is a case in point.
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While the term “negro” is associated with their past as slaves in America,
greater desire to embrace their earlier African origins has contributed to
the recasting of their identity as “African Americans.”

Collective memory provides an overall sense of the group’s development
by offering-a system of periodization that imposes a certain order on the
past. Like other aspects of collective memory, this periodization involves a
dialogue between the past and the present, as the group reconstructs its

. own history from a current ideological stance. Drawing upon selective cri-

teria, collective memory divides the past into major stages, reducing com-
plex historical events to basic plot stuctures. The power of collective
memory does not lie in fw%ﬁntm%%mﬂﬁmp or _mow?.mmnmn& mapping
of the past, bur in establishing basic images that articulate and reinforce a
particular ideological stance. .

The tendency to provide extreme images in the construction of collec-
tive memory accentuates the contrast between different periods and en-
courages the formation of unambiguous attitudes toward different stages
of the group’s development. Thus, it highlights certain periods as repre-
senting important developments for the group while defining others as his-
torical sethacks. Nations typically portray eras of pioneering, conquest, or
struggle for independence as “positive periods”; in contrast, they are likely
to define those periods when they were part of a larger empire as essentially
negative, denying the full realization of their legitimacy as separate political
entities.

"The mapping of the past through the construction of a master com-
memorative narrative also designates its commemorative density, which is the

function of what Lévi-Strauss calls “the pressure of history.”*! Commemo-

"

rative density thus indicates the importance that the society attributes to

different periods in its past: while some periods enjoy multiple commemo-

rations, others attract little attention, or fall into oblivion. The commemo-
rative density thus ranges from periods or events that are central to the
group’s memory and commermorated in great detail and elaboration to ones
that remain unmarked in the master commemorative narrative. Such pe-
riods or events that collective memory suppresses become subjects of collec-

——

tive amnesia.® Thus, the construction of the master commemorative nar-
rafive exposes the dynamics of remembering and forgetting that underlie
the construction of any commemorative narrative: by focusing attention on
certain aspects of the past, it necessarily covers up others that are deemed
irrelevant or disruptive to the flow of the narrative and ideological message.
Bernard Lewis points out the phenomenon of recovering a forgotten past.

Yet it is 7io Tess important to note that such a recovery may 1€ad To the——

covering up of other aspects of the past. Remembering and forgetting are
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thus closely interlinked in the construction of collective memory, and it'is
this duality of the process of recovering and re-covering roots that this
book sets out to explore. :

Through the restructuring of the past, the commemorative narrative
creates its own version of historical time as it elaborates, condenses, omits,
or conflates historical events. By using these and other discursive tech-
niques, the narrative transforms historical time into commemorative time.>
Thus, a highly elaborate reference to the past is likely to expand historical
time, and conversely, a brief and generalized commemoration symbolically
shrinks it within the framework of the narrative. Commemorative time is
an important dimension in the analysis of the Zionist master commemora-
tive narrative and the narratives relating to the specific events on which this
study focuses.

Although historical changes usually occur over a period of time and as a
result of a process rather than a single event, collective memory tends to
select particular events and portrays them as symbolic markers of change.
The choice of a single event clearly provides a better opportunity for ritu-
alized remembrance than a gradual précess of transition does.** The master
corumemorative narrative th ruing points that
changed the course of the group’s historical %ﬁ—cg hence are
commeémorated in great emphasis and elaboration. In turn, the selection of
certain events as turning points highlights the ideological principles under-
lying the master commemorative narrative by dramatizing the transitions
between periods. : T

The high commemorative density attributed to certain events not only
serves to emphasize their historical significance. It may also elevate them
beyond their immediate historical context into symbolic texts that serve as
paradigms for understanding other developments in the group’s experi-
ence. Thus, collective memory can transform historical events into political
meyths® that function as a lens through which group members perceive the
present and prepare for the future. Because turning points often assume
symbolic significance as markers of change, they are more likely to trans-
form into myths. As such they not only reflect the social and political needs
of the group that contributed to their formation but also become active
agents in molding the group’s needs.

Their highly symbolic function of representing historical transitions
grants the turning points more ambiguity than events that the master com-
memorative narrative clearly locates within a particular period. Indeed, the
ambiguity stems from their liminal location between periods, presenting a
pattern of separation and reincorporation typical of rites of passage in gen-
eral 36 As Victor Turner observes: “Liminal entities are neither here nor
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there; there are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by.

law, custom, convention, and ceremonial. As such, their ambiguous and

indeterminate attributes are expressed by a rich variety of symbols in the

many societies that ritualize social and culrural transitions.”¥

Like other rites of passage, the commemoration of these turning points
is imbued with sacredness but also with|tensions_I'his symbolic state of
liminality, of being bet¥een and betwixt historical periods, contributes to
the ambiguity of turning points on the one hand, and to their ability to
function as political myths, subject to different interpretations, on the other

hand. The ambiguity may be less apparent within a single performance of

commemoration that attempts to emphasize a certain meaning of the past
and suppress other possible interpretations. But the comparative study of
various commemorative performances relating to the same event makes it
possible to observe these tensions and the amazing capacity of the myth to
mediate between highly divergent readings of the past.
"This capacity may help explain why cerfain events can continue to oc-
“cupy a central place in the group’s memory in spite of the tensions under-

lying their commemorations. The liminal position of the turning point

allows for different interpretations, obscuring the tensions between them,
and thereby protecting the sacredness of these events as well as their place
~vithisi the master cCOmMmMEMOrative NArrative. In some cases, NOWever; a
. fragile coexistence between divergent interpretations breaks down, and the
myth can no longer contain those tensions. At such points the past becomes
openly contested, as rival parties engage in a conflict over its interpretation.
The discussion of commemorations of specific turning points in Israel
" shows how myths can successfully contain, and be reinforced by, multiple

“
NP

“_Qmpea

ifftérpretations and how they can become the subject of ieated comtroversy ~

when-thepolitical Stakes associated with their mythical meaning become
too high to ignore. In such situations the balance between the dominant
commemorative narrative and alternative narratives can be upset then trig-
gering a more profound change in the society’s collective memory.

The alternative corimermorative narrative that directly opposes the mas-
ter commemorative narrative, operating under and against its hegemony,
thuis ConsTTutes a countermemory. As the 16rm fmplies, COUNTErmenmory is
essentially oppositional and stands in hostile and subversive relation to col-
lective memory. If the master commemorative narrative attempts to sup-
press alternative views of the past, the countermemory in tarn denies the
validity of the narrative constructed by the collective memory and presents

< "its own claim for a mare accurate representation of history. This challenge
not only addresses the symbolic realm, but obviously has direct political
implications. The master commemorative narrative represents the political

=g

=

-
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elite’s construction of the past, which serves its special interests and pro-
motes its political agenda. Countermemory challenges this hegemony by
offering a divergent commemorative narrative representing the views of
marginalized individuals or groups within the society. The commemora-
tion of the past can thus become a contested territory in which groups
engaging in a political conflict promote competing views of the past in or-
der to gain control over the political center or to legitimize a separatist
orientation.’®

While this conception of countermemory shares Foucault’s emphasis on
its oppositional and subversive character, it departs from his insistence on
the fragmentary nature of countermemory.*® Countermemory s not nec-
essarily limited to the construction of a single past event; it can be part of
a different commemorative framéwork forming an alternative overview of
the past that stands in opposition to the hegemonic one. In fact, even when
countermemory challenges the commemoration of a single event, it is con-
sidered highly subversive precisely because the implications of this chal-
lenge tend to go beyond the memory of that particular event, targeting the
master commemorative narrative, !

Indeed, the subversive character of countermemory is acknowledged by
regimes that prohibit minority groups from performing their distinctive
commemorative rituals. The Bulgarians’ efforts to suppress Turkish,
Gypsy, Pomak, and Muslim folklore as “foreign™ in order to support their
construction of a distinct “Bulgarian” identity and past provide such an
example.® Similarly, the Afrikaners, who had first used their constructions
of the past to articulate their opposition to the British, later used them to
reinforce the politics of apartheid on the black and colored population of
South Africa.#! But even in democratic societies the tensions between col-
lective memory and countermemories can easily trigger intense public de-
bates about the appropriate and more valid commemorative narrative. The
controversy over Thanksgiving can illustrate this point. While the “tradi-
tional American” commemoration is constructed from the perspective of
the Furopean Pilgrims, a revisionist trend calls to include the Native
Americans as active participants rather than as objects of commemoration.
The issue is not limited to the specific holiday celebration; it implies a pro-
found revision of the master commemorative narrative and its portrayal of
origins, The demand to incorporate the Native Americans’ counterme-
mory in what was previously established as “American” collective memory
requires the redefinition of the American collective identity and asserts a
marginalized group’s claim for greater representation.

The existence of such tensions ultimately forges change in collective
memory and makes it a dynamic cultural force rather than a body of “sur-
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vivals” that modern societies simply tolerate. Acts of commemoration re- %n
charge collective memory and allow for its transformation. 1 he pressure of
COUNTETIEOTy 00 can Contribute to this vitality by encouraging further
commemorative activity in response to its challenge. Collective memory
can successfully suppress an oppositional memory or hold it in check; but
countermemory may also gain momentum and, as it increases in popu-
larity, lose its oppositional status. In such cases countermemory is trans-
formed into a collective memory. The French and the Bolshevik revolu-
tions provide examples of attempts to obliterate older commemorative
systems by force, transforming what was previously a countermemory into
an official memory, supporting those governments’ new political, social,
and economic orders.

This study focuses on the Zionist constructions of the past as they were
formed in the Hebrew culture of Palestinian Jews and continued to evolve
within Israeli culture following the foundation of the State of Israel in 1948.
The Zionist views of the past first emerged as countermemory to tradi-
tional Jewish memory in Europe. As they developed, they constructed the
master commemorative narrative of the society of Zionist settlers who im-
migrated to Palestine, inspired by the nationalist ideology that called for a
revival of Jewish national culture and life in the ancient Jewish homeland.

Since the master commemorative narrative constructs the group’s past
by its periodization and delineation of major turning points, much can be
learned about collective memory by studying these key events. This book
therefore analyzes Israeli collective memory by focusing on events that did
not occupy a major place in traditional Jewish memory yet emerged as ma-
jor turning points in the master commemorative narrative of Israeli society.
"The themes raised in this general discussion will be further explored in the
following chapters as we examine the Zionist reconstructions of the past
and the development of the commemorations of the fall of Masada, the Bar
Kokhba revolt, and the defense of Tel Hai within the national Hebrew
culture.

Two

THE ZIONIST RECONSTRUCTION OF THE PAST

Although “Zionist” ideologies and immigration to Palestine predated the
official establishment of the Zionist movement, the meeting of the first Zi-
onist Congress at Basel in 1897 marked the emergence of Zionism as a
miajor political force in modern Jewish history. Its central role in the revival
of Jewish national life in the ancient homeland was ritually expressed in the
ceremony in which the first Israeli prime minister, David Ben-Gurion,
publicly proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948: a pic-
ture of Theodor Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement and the
“Prophet of the Jewish State,”! was hanging above his head as a symbolic
affirmation of his inspiration to Zionist resettlement of Palestine, culmi-
nating in the declaration of independence in that historical moment.

The Zionist movement was founded at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury in response to the immediate situation of European Jewry. Around
that time earlier hopes that the emancipation of the Jews in the modern
enlightened European state would solve the problem of Judaism and the

" Jews eroded. The threat of Jews’ assimilation into western European soci-

ety on the one hand, and the fear of modern antisemitism, dramatized by
the 1894 Dreyfus trial in France, on the other hand, became major causes
for concern in western Europe?

But Zionism received its greatest impetus from the political and eco-
nomic plight of the large Jewish communities of eastern Europe during the
late nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. When
a series of pogroms broke out in Russia in 1881, it led to a massive Jewish
immigration to the United States and stimulated the first organized Jewish
efforts to resettle Palestine.? The First Zionist Aliya (wave of immigration,
literally “going up”) followed these pogroms. ‘When bloodshed recurred in
1903 in Kishinev, reports of the death and destruction that ic inflicted

alarmed the Jews in Russia and elsewhere in Europe. These reports, and

the nationalist literature that they inspired,! contributed to the public

13 )
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awareness of the importance of an organized action to relieve the situation
of Russian Jews and heightened the sense of urgency that marked the
agenda of the newly founded Zionist movement.

The Zionist movement, whose members included residents of eastern
and western Europe, secular and religious Jews, hard-core socialists and
liberal bourgeois, encompassed a wide range of political, social, and reli-
gious views. In spite of this diversity, followers of Zionism shared some
fundamental views about the Jewish: past and the present: they regarded
Jewish life in exile as inherently regressive and repressive, and believed in
the need to promote some form of revival of Jewish national life as experi-
enced in Antiquity. Although a harsh polemic on the route to achieve na-
tional revival split the Zionist movement for a while between the propo-
nents of “cultural” and “political Zionism,” it was the latter that became
the dominant orientation of the Zionist Organization’ Focusing on the
olitics of rescue as the most pressing agenda, political Zionism advocated

resettling o Sian Jewry il Palestine as the beginning of rebuilding
4 secure home for all Jews in their ancient homeland, Thus, the first Zionist
Congress proclaimed that “Zionism aims at the creation of a home for the
Jewish people in Palestine, to be secured by public law.”¢ :

It was the particular bent of “practical Zionism,” however, that became
most influential among those who actually took the step of leaving Europe
for Palestine at the beginning of this century. While Theodor Herzl’s
brand of political Zionism focused on the effort to secure political guaran-
tees for the resettlement of Jews, the followers of practical Zionism insisted
on immediate action, advocating the resettlement there even before such
" guarantees were obtained.” This position further accentuated the Zionist
belief that Jews were to assume a more active role in changing the course
of their own history. For the proponents of practical Zionism, the personal
and the collective commitnent to resettlement, even without waiting for
external recognition or support, was a way of promoting such a desired
change. This conviction, articulating the Zionist settlers’ helief in their his-
torical mission, also helped them endure the difficulties they encountered
in dwm_@ﬂhcmmlwwmﬁw_mawsnmm their vision. Indeed, the belief that one
could act in defiance of an unfavorable political situation in order to pro-
ate the national causé was deeply ingrained in the polifical tonscioustiess
of the emergent Hebrew nation in Palestine and represents a fundamental
mode of thought in Israeli political culture, T

The Zionist readi ewish history was an important facet of its po-
litical agenda, In fact, Zionist collective memory providéd Theideciogical

framework for understanding and legitimizing its vision of the future, The

predominantly secular Zionist movement turned away from traditional

Jewish memory in order to construct its own countermemory of the Jewish
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past. In its call for change and its critical attitnde toward Jewish life, culture,
and values in exile, the Zionist interpretation of history had a strong anti-
traditionalist thrust. The majority of Orthodox Jews thus objected to Zi-
onism as a challenge to traditional Jewish life and a negation of the belief
in messianic redemption® A religious Zionist minority who supported the
Zionist advocacy of immediate action to promote the Jewish settlement of
Palestine resolved the tension between the two frameworks by explaining
the Jews’ own initiative as a preparation for “the beginning of the blossom-
ing of our redemption.” Attempting to reconcile Zionist views with reli-
gious premises, their vision of the future focused on a Jewish nation gov-
erned by the laws of the Torah, a significantly different view from that of
the secular majority.’ -

While the religious Zionists grappled with the vision of the future, secu-
lar Zionists were more concerned with reshaping the past.’® This preoctu-
pation with the past stemmed from the recognition that the development
f a countermemory was in itself an_effective tool for revitaiZing Jewish

i 75, To liberate 1t from the impact of centuries of life th exile.
The Zionist discourse often resorted to oppositionist rhetoric toward tra-
ditional Jewish memory. This overt use, however, obscured the many links .
to tradition that Zionism retained, as we shall see. Even when the Zionist
countermemory began to enjoy hegemony among the Jews of Palestine,
thus transforming into collective memory, it continued to maintain an op-
positionist pose to the larger and more established Jewish society in exile,
in order to highlight the new Hebrew society’s distinct identity.

The Zionist Periodization of Jewish History

Any commemorative system is based on certain guiding principles that are
essentially ideological. For the Zionists the major yardstick to evaluate the
past was the bond between the Jewish people and their ancient land. HH&E.
enced by European romantic nationalism on the one hand and drawing
upon a long, distinctively Jewish tradition of longing to return to the an-
cient homeland on the other, Zionism assumed that an inherent bond be-
tween the Jewish people and their ancient land was a necessary condition
for the development of Jewish nationhood. Indeed, the movement'’s name,
Zionism, was based on the Hebrew name of the ancient homeland, Zion, .
articulating the centrality of this bond between the people and the land.!
The 1903 “Uganda crisis” marked the failure of an alternative policy of
substituting another territory for. Palestine for the revival of Jewish na-
tional life. The vehement opposition to this idea within the Zionist move-
ment served to affirm the Zionists’ commitment to the Land of Israel as the
only viable option for rebuilding the Hebrew nation.'?




16 HISTORY, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND COUNTERMEMORY

The Zionist periodization of Jewish history is thus based on @Hgmﬂ\
of the . the is divided into two main periods, Antig-
uity ail ile. Antiquity begins with the tribal (prenational) history of
Abraham and his descendants, leading to their migration to Egypt. Yet it

is the Exodus from Egypt that marks the transition from a promise (to’

Abraham) to actual fulfillment. It also established the commemorative
paradigm of national liberation in Jewish tradition, ritually affirmed every
year in the celebration of three major holidays—Passover, Shavuot, and
Sukkot."* The national past begins with the Tsraelites’ conquest of ancient
Canaan and extends over centuries of collective experience there. Antiquity
ends with a series of revolts that fail—the Great Revolt against the Romans
during the first century, followed by the failure of the Bar Kokhba revoltin
the second century. :

"The period of Fxile, in turn, covers the many centuries when Jews lived
as a religious minority dispersed among other peoples. Exile thus embodies

- the loss of both physical bond with the ancient homeland and the Jews’
collective experience as a unified nation. More problematic was the delin-
eation of its ending, since Jewish life in exile actually continued at the time
when the Zionist settlement in Palestine was in process, although it was
expected to bring Exile to an end. The actual fulfillment of the Zionist
ideology was thus motivated by the double vision of ending the state of
exile and of beginning a new national era.

In itself this periodization of the Jewish past into Antiquity and Exile did
not mark a revolutionary break with Jewish memory: Jewish tradition, too,
differentiated Jewish life in exile from the ancient past in the Land of Israel.
It, too, commemorated Zion and galut (the homeland and exile) as two
distinct sitnations in the Jewish collective experience. But Jewish tradition
also offered alternative periodizations of the past, such as classifying it by
different generations of rabbinical scholars or the writings that they pro-
duced (namely, the Tana’anic period or the Mishna period).

For traditional Judaism, exile from Zion was a divine punishment, but it
was also a condition that highlighted the Jews’ spiritual mission as the cho-
sen people. During centuries of life in exile the meaning of the coneepts of
Zion and galur continued to evolve and remained interconnected. No
longer embedded only within a politcal-historical reality, they attained a
spiritual, metaphysical meaning that made it easier to endure the state of
exile: Zion was not only a physical homeland but also a metaphysical land
that the Jews carried with them wherever they went.'* Although Zionism

- pursued the traditional binary opposition of Zion and gelut, it offered a

primarily historicist approach to their interpretation. Jt thus forced Jewish
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In its reconstruction of Jewish history, the Zionist commemorative nar-
rative accentuated the perception of a “great divide” between Antiquity and
Exile. The result of this process was twofold: it highlighted the contrast
between these two major periods, but it also imposed a sense of uniformity
within each period. By grouping eighteen centuries of Exile into one pe-
riod, the Zionist commemorative narrative overlooked the considerable
cultural, economic, social, and political differences in the development of
various Jewish communities. Underlying this periodization is the assump-
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ience than any other dimension of their lives that would distinguish, for -
example, between-tie-Babytonian Jewry-doFig the fourth century and the
Jews of Spain during the twelfth century, or the Jews of eastern Europe in
the nineteenth century. : )

“This periodization obviously requires a highly selective representation
of many centuries of Jewish experience in a vast range of geographical ter-
ritories and ignores historical developments that do not fit the principles
underlying this mold. For example, it ignores the exile of the ten tribes
of Tsrael from their land, which occurred within the period of Antiquity
(722 B.c.), and the long stretches of time during that period when the Isra-
elites lived under Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman rule and their
political freedom was severely curtailed. It also suppresses the memory of
Jewish revolts against a foreign rule by those who remained in Judaea af-
tér the second century,”” and incidents of Jewish self-defense during the
Middle Ages, namely, within the Exile period.! The acceptance of the Zi-
onist commemorative framework as given buries important social, eco-
nomic, and cultural developments that do not relate directly to the political
expressions of nationhood, and obscures the continuity within Jewish life
between Antiquity and Exile.

Nonetheless, the emphasis on a great divide separating Antiquity from
Exile articulates Zionism’s ideological message that the political expression
of nationhood stands above and beyond any other criterion of classifying
Jewish history. Playing Antiquity and Exile against each other was neces-
sary for constructing distinctive commemorative attitudes for each. It was
also important for creating an equally dramatic contrast between Exile and
the Zionist revival on the other end, marking the beginning of a new na-
tional period.

Exile: Suppressed Nationbood, Discredited Past

The Zionist binary model of Jewish history portrays Anticuity as a positive
period, contrasted with a highly negative image of Exile. Since the main
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criterion for this classification is the bond between the Jewish people and
their land, the period of Exile is essentially characterized by a lack. The
dispersion to many localities resuiting from the loss of direct contact with
the land thus undermined the Jews’ shared experience of nationhood, Dur-
ing centuries of exile, religion functioned as the adhesive bond for the dis~
persed Jewish communities. But this exilic way of life was a poor substitute
for the earlier national phase, thus conveying a process of spiritual degen-
eration as well as political regression,

In its highly negative attitude toward the period of Exile and belief in
the nation’s inner vitality as a historical force, Zionism was influenced by
‘European political and philosophical movements. But the negative view of
Exile also continued a trend that began with the Jewish enlightenment, the
Haskala, of portraying a highly negative picture of traditional communal
life among observant Jews, with an emphasis on talmudic learning and use
of the Yiddish language. Much of the Hebrew literature that was used by
Hebrew schools in Europe and Palestine during the first decades of the
twentieth century was written by Haskala writers and imbued with a critical
portrayal that reinforced, in turn, the Zionist youth’s negative attitude to-
ward Exile.”

Zionism essentially emerged as a reaction against Exile and reflects an |

acute awareness of the need to find a solution to the problems of the Jewish
people and exilic Judaism. In fact, even those whe did not regard the return
to the Land of Israel as the vital solution to the Jewish problem and who
were reconciled to the idea of Jewish life outside the ancient homeland of-
ten shared a negative attitude toward Exile.'s
" Zionist collective memory thus constructs Exile as a long, dark period
of suffering and persecution. Jewish life in exile constituted a recurrent his-
tory of oppression, punctuated by periodic pogroms and expulsions, of
fragile existence imbued with fear and humiliation. For the Zionist settlers
who left eastern Europe after pogroms, persecution was their final and de-
cisive association with Jewish life in exile, both personally and collectively.
They projected those memories back onto the period of Exile as a whole,
enhancing the antiexilic attitude that had already marked Zionist memory.'®
The Socialist Zionist leader David Ben-Gurion stated that Exile consists of
“*histories’ of persecution and legal discrimination, the Inguisition, and
pogroms; of self-sacrifice and martyrdom.”?® Another prominent Socialist
Zionist, Ya’akov Zerubavel, similarly described Exile as consisting of “the
Inquisition and the stake, the expulsion and the tortures, [and] the po-
. groms.” He continued this statement by raising a rhetorical question:
“Which other nation has such abundance of martyrs . . . in tragedies which
have their source in the passivity of our faith?”2! This view was later reiter-
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ated by a fictional character, Yudke (whose name means “the little Jew),
who protests vehemently against Jewish history in Exile: “You cannot
imagine how P’m opposed to it, how I reject it, and how . .. how . Idont
respect it! Now look! Just think , . . what is there in it? Just give me an
answer: What is there in it? Oppression, defamation, persecution, martyr-
dom. And again oppression, defamation, persecution, martyrdom. And
again, and again and again, without end.” .

The highly negative perception of Exile often turned from shelilat ba-
galut (the repudiation of the state of living in exile) to shelilat ha-gola (the
condemnation of the people who live in exile), the product of its demean-
ing and regressive lifestyle. According to this view, life in exile Eana@ the
Jews into oppressed, submissive, weak, and fearful people ﬁ&o.wmmm:aaw
accept their fate, hoping to be saved either by God or by Ogeﬁm.\ rm.:.u.
The Zionistimage of the exilic Jew often seemed to incorporate antisemiue
stereotypes to support this negative portrayal? Exile, Ya’akov Zerubavel
wrote, taught the Jew the need “to shrink and to bend one’s back.”
Yiczhak Ben-Zvi, the Socialist Zionist leader who later became Israel’s sec-
ond president, expressed a similar vidw of the Jewish past: “The spirit of
heroism and courage disappeared in the Jewish ghetto in which it had no
place.” Instead, he argued, the Jews adapted “a sharp mind, agility, submis~
siveness toward others, and patience, cowardice, and timidity in relation to
neighbors and rulers.” This Jewish behavior, continued Ben-Zvi, resulted
in a tendency to rely on miracles, as Jews lacked either confidence or self-
motivation to improve their situation.”? .

The period of Exile thus represents a “hole” between the two umﬂoz.u_
periods, an acute lack of positive characteristics attributed to it. As u.NEEmn
Revisionist youth articulated this idea: “I stand stirred by the heroism and
greatness of the Maccabees, Bar Kokhba, and Elazar ben Yair, but all ﬂr.mn
happened thousands of years ago. We lack someone in the E.En_._n.:a Exile
displays the Jews’ choice to prove their devotion to the Jewish .m:.mr &.nocmr
a martyr’s death. Kiddush ha-Shem (i.e., death for the sanctification of
God’s name), the traditional Jewish concept of martyrdom, represents the
Jews® failure to offer armed resistance to their persecutors and actively de-
fend themselves. It was therefore criticized 2s an expression of passivity or
perceived as an inferior form of “passive heroism” relative to the “active
heroism” of armed resistance. As a result Exile turned into a dark and
bloody period in Jewish history: “Much Jewish blood was poured during

the entire period of Exile, all over the world. Not the blood of heroes, but
the blood of ‘sanctifiers.””?” The distinction between sanctifiers (i.e., mar-
tyrs) and heroes is thus significant. Heroes, the writer goes on to explain,
can be found only when the nation lives in its own homeland, Therefore,
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those who die in the battle for their country are recognized as heroes, a
status denied to sanctifiers who die for Kiddush ha-Shem in Exile.”® Death
for one’s faith may have been the only form of heroism available to the
displaced exilic Jew, but this was a mere substitute for the more honorable
death for one’s country. The same view was articulated by one of my infor-
mants, a man who grew up in Palestine during the prestate period:

"The Jews who live in Israel resemble much more the Jews of Masada,
because they [the Masada people] had a state and had something to
die for. While the Jews of Exile did not have a state and the only thing
they could fight for was their lives, While here we have something
else. Although according to traditional stories they [the Jews of Exile]
fought for Kiddush ha-Shem and fought for the religion and for other
things, these were substitutes. But the main reason they fought for

substitutes was that they did not have the basic thing, and this is the
state.

S?mb the poet Bialik published his famous poem “be-Ir ha-Harega” (In
the city of slaughter) in reaction to the Kishinev pogrom of 1903, it was
largely perceived as a severe condemnation of the passivity of the Jews.

Come, now, and I will bring thee to their lairs

The privies, jakes and pigpens where the heirs

Of Hasmoneans lay, with trembling knees,

Concealed and cowering—the sons of the Maccabees!

The seed of saints, the scions of the lions , .,

Who crammed by scores in all the sanctuaries of their shame,
So sanctified My name!

It was the flight of mice they fled

The scurrying of roaches was their flight;

They died like dogs, and they were dead!?

"This highly negative portrayal of Exile was regarded as a crucial coun-
termodel for the construction of a Hebrew national identity and was there-
fore raised as a central theme in the education of the New Hebrew youth.*
“Anything that relates to Exile, or anything that has something of Exile’s
spirit in it, or anything that smells of Exile, should be out of the reach of
this youth.”#! Exile was thus portrayed as “pollution” or “disease” that
- "« might undermine the development of the New Hebrew Man. During the
first decades of the century, Hebrew literature became the central medium
for transmitting the “repudiation of Exile.” History textbooks, slower to
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respond to changing social views than literature was, began to emphasize
the themes of pogroms and persecution in Exile from the 1930s on. Exilic
Jews were thus portrayed as objects rather than subjects, victims rather than
actors.?

The “repudiation of Exile” provoked criticism from those concerned
about the youth’s ignorance and dismissive attitude toward centuries of
Jewish life and culture. Such critics warned that this attitude provides a.
highly biased view of Exile and undermines the youth’s sense of historical
continuity, “We have developed a contempt toward Exile that bronght with
it the neglect of the wonderful cultural and social values that developed in
it,” observed the historian Ben-Tsiyon Dinur in 1934.% Similar criticism of
the highly negative and reductionist image of the Exile period was repeated
by the philosopher Shmu’el Hugo Bergman in the early 1960s.

The Jewish Israeli youth that has never seen Exile lacks the under-
standing of its greamness . . . To this youth, Exile seems a history of
tears and humiliation, and they do not know the happiness and the
light, the festivities and the exaltation that were part of Jewish life in
exile. They erroneously believe that all the great classical achieve-
ments of our peaple have been accomplished in the Land of Israel, an
error that was transmitted by their teachers’*

Yet if Zionist collective memory constructed a major gap between Exile
on the one hand and the national periods of Antiquity and the modern
National Revival on the other hand, it stopped short of its total rejection.
As the historian Shimuel Almog notes, such an extreme position would have
undermined the Zionist claim for historical continuity berween Antiquity

- and the present, between the ancient Hebrews and contemporary Jews.

“Thus, even the most severe Zionist critics of Exile did not advocate a total
rupture with it.* Indeed, when the small but vocal movement of the Young
Hebrews (also known as the “Canaanites”) advocated a full rupture be-
tween members of the new Hebrew nation and the Jews of Exile,* their
views provoked a highly critical response. Their claim that the Hebrews of
the Land of Israel and the Jews of Exile were two separate collective iden-
tities was thus largely rejected.

Having constructed a profound tension between Hebrew and Jewish
identities, the secular Zionist collective memory showed a clear preference
for presenting the former as a transformation of the latter. Although it
wished to accentuate its break with Jewish tradition, it relied an this tradi-
tion as its legitimizing framework. As Yosef Gorni points out, the ambiva-

' Jent attitude toward Exile was further complicated by the strong ideologi-
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cal, organizational, and economic ties between the new society in Palestine
and the larger and mare established Jewish community that remained in
exile” When Hebrew youth’s critical approach to Exile and its Jews be-
came more salient during the Holocaust, concerned educators urged intro-
ducing a more positive image of Jewish life in Europe and playing up ex-
»waow of heroic behavior during Exile, to counterbalance that cultural
trend. ’

Jewish longing for Zion during centuries of life in exile as well as spo-
radic Jewish immigration to Palestine during those centuries supported the
Zionist claim for the Land of Israel as its national home. The Zionist sup-
pression of positive aspects of exilic life to promote the centrality of the
people-land bond was reinforced by its denial of centuries of Palestinian
_Ew. in that land. This double denial made it easier to reshape the period of
Exile as a temporary regression between the two national periods, meta-
Ewoﬁn»:% suspending time and space in order to appropriate both into the
Zionist commemorative narrative. Ironically, the recovery of the nation’s
roots in the ancient past implied playing down its roots in Exile as well as
the renunciation of the Palestinians’ roots in the same land. .

In the formative years the repudiation of Exile provided a way of coming
to terms with the enormous difficulties inherent in the task of tearing away
from the old society and building a new nation. The darker the imagery
associated with Exile, the greater was the promise that Zionism offered and
the rationalization for the price it demanded. Yet even during the years
following the foundation of the state, Israeli collective memory dwelled on
the negative aspects of Jewish life in Exile and constructed a negative image
nm its Jewry. Although Israeli collective memory has been transformed and
its negative construction of Exile has weakened, this representation has by
no means disappeared, and the issue of the repudiation of Exile still occu-
pies Israeli scholars and intellectuals.®®

Locating the Nation: Antiquity and the National Revival

The Zionist collective memory constructs Antiquity as a period in which
the ancient Hebrew nation flourished, enjoying an autonomous political,
social, and cultural life. Antiquity is thus seen as the nation’s golden age,
the period to which the Zionists wished to return to recover their lost
national roots: the national spirit, the Hebrew identity, the Hebrew lan-
- guage, their homeland, and the social, economic, and political structures of
an indépendent nation. In Zionist memory the ancient Hebrews formed a
proud nation, rooted in its land; they cultivated its soil and knew its nature;
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they were ready to fight for their national freedom and, if necessary, to die
for it. This romantic picture was clearly constructed as the counterimage
of Exile and as an inspiration for the new modern era.¥
Within Antiquity various biblical heroes appealed to the Zionist mem-
ory and imagination, among them Samson, Gideon, Saul, and David. But
the secular national Hebrew culture displayed an even stronger fascination
with the period of the Second Temple.* Judaea’s wars of liberation against
various imperial forces during that period—culminating in the Maccabees’
revolt against the Syrians and the Jewish revolts against the Romans during
the first and second centuries—gradually became the “hottest” events in
the Zionist collective memory in Palestine. These revolts represented the
ultimate commitment to nationa} freedom, which the Zionists were so ea-
ger to revive: they provided examples of the ancient Hebrews’ readiness,
when oppressed, to stand up againsta more powerful enemy and to sacrifice
their lives for the nation. Such figures as Judah the Maccabee, Yohanan of
Gush Halav, Elazar ben Yair, and Bar Kokhba, who rose as leaders of those
ancient revolts, provided the Zionist settlers and the Hebrew youth with
historical models for their own stouggle for national renewal, the impor-
tance of which they knew but whase outcome they could not predict.
These ancient heroes became vivid images for Hebrew youth; “Here
see the supreme heroes who served our people and who have become our
symbols . . . I see them in my mind’s eye: Judah the Maccabee standing in
front of his army and making [his soldiers] take an oath of allegiance; Bar
Giora, Elazar, the hero of Masada, Bar Kokhba.”# The memory of the
ancient revolts was also important as a proof that Judaea fell not out of
indifference or lack of patriotic zeal, buc in spite of intense and desperate
fights for its autonomy. The Zionists would therefore continue the spirit of
total commitment that the period symbolized. As the poet Ya’akov Cahan
declared, “In blood and fire Judaea fell; in blood and fire Judaea will rise.”®
In commemorating these wars of liberation, the tendency was to play
up the national-political aspects of these conflicts and diminish their reli-
gious significance. This orientation also marked the teaching of history in
the new Hebrew schools.# Although the subperiodization of Antiquity into
the First Temple and Second Temple periods might appear to enhance the
religious dimension, their common representation in modern Hebrew as
the First or Second “House” eliminates the explicit reference to their sa-
cred dimension and renders them closer in spirit to the English terms, the
First or Second Commonwealth.* )
The Zionist emphasis on the national-political significance of the past
was clearly shaped by Zionist settlexs’ belief in their historical contribu-
fion to the modern era of nation building. No longer waiting for a divine
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sign or intervention on their behalf, they saw themselves as a group of
ideologically committed individuals who left exile on their own initiative to
return to the Land of Israel. This nonreligious approach was easily trans-
formed into a more radically antreligious attitnde, suggesting that “self-
redemption” also expressed an act of defiance against God. “To arms, com-
rades! Seize sword and lance, spear and javelin—advance! Heaven’s rage
defy, and in storm reply. Since God denies us, his ark refuses us, we will
ascend alone,” wrote the Hebrew national poet Hayim Nahman Bialik.*
Although the explicit reference here is to that ancient generation who died
in the desert on the way to the Promised Land, they can also be seen as
representing the Jews of exile rebelling against God to free them from their
imprisonment there. ‘

Hebrew culture from the prestate period suggests that this shift from -

the religious to the national was pervasive, This was clearly manifested in
the transformation of biblical or traditional allusions to God into a refer-
ence to the people of Israel.¥ Thus, the biblical verse praising God, “the
guardian of Israel, neither slumbers nor sleeps” (Psalms 121:4) was applied
to new Zionist “guards,” the representatives of the ideology of Jewish self-
defense. Changing the traditional memorial prayer (Yizkor) from “let God
remember” to “let the people of Israel remember” is another expression of
this orientation.* These transformations implied that the people’s will
would be the most important force for changing the course of history, an
idea that was clearly articulated in a saying attributed to Herz!: “If you will,
it is not a dream.”* That this saying became an important slogan in the
_emergent national Hebrew culture indicates the centrality of the secular
activist ethos that it reinforced.

Zionist collective memory not only defied Exile and its spirit; it also
blamed it for a deliberate suppression of the national memory of the an-
cient swruggles for liberation. The high commemorative density of these
revolts was therefore seen as .an important act of revolt against Jewish
memory and its constraints. Consider the following quotation from a pref-
ace to the popular historical anthology on historical evidence of Jewish
" heroism, Sefer ha-Gevura (The book of heroism), written by Berl Katznel-
son, the prominent Socialist Zionist leader who was particularly active in
the cultural and social spheres: , _

With the loss of political freedom, Jewish historiography lost its
freedom as well . . . The power of forgetfulness and omission in Jew-
'« " ish history is great. . . That which escaped from external censorship
was caught by internal censorship. Did we get any of the Zealots’
writings? Those expressions of Hebrew heroism that did not resultin
victory were doomed to oblivion . . .
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But with the rise of Zionism, a new light was shed on the defeated
and neglected Jewish heroism. The forgotten peaple of Masada were
saved from a foreign language; Rabbi Akiba now appears to us not
only as the old man who sat in the Yeshiva [a religious academy of
learning], but also as the prophet of the revolt; and Bar Koziba has
been transformed back into Bar Kokhba in people’s minds.*

The writer and Zionist activist who later founded the Zionist Revisionist
movement, Ze'ev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky, made similar observations re-
garding the transformation of Jewish memory of the Hasmonean revolt.
Jabotinsky accused “the sophistic mind of the ghetto” of distorting history
by deliberately wiping out the memory of the Hasmoneans and turning the
commemoration of the historical revolt to a celebration of a divine miracle
of the flask of oil for the performance of religious worship at the Temple.**
Indeed, Hanukka provides an excellent example of the transformation of
traditional Jewish memory in the secular national Hebrew culture and the
rising importance of its place in the curriculum of the Hebrew schools as a
paradigm of a national struggle for fréedom.’

The beélief in Jewish collective amnesia as far as the national heroic as-
pects of the past were concerned led to a deliberate Zionist search for sup-
pressed symbols of ancient heroism. Zionist collective memory thus tmrned
to previously belittled leaders and groups involved in the ancient Jewish
wars and rehabilitated them as part of Zionism’s desired national revival.
Thus, the terms kana’im (Zealots), Sikarikim (Sicarii), and Biryonim, which
had been coined as derogatory names of extremist groups were now raised
as positive references.” The discussion of Masada and the Bar Kokhba re-
volt in secular national Hebrew culture in chapters 4 and 5 will provide a
closer examination of the drastic transformation of their commemoration
along these lines.

The reawakening of a dormant “national memory” was thus seen as an
expression of triumph over Exile and a means of obliterating its influence.
“The Zionist choice of an activist approach to the furure was thus intimately
linked to an activist view of the ancient past. T'he selective reconstruction
of Antiquity was part of the historical mission of reviving the ancient na-
tional roots and spirit. Antiquity became both a source of legitimation and
an object of admiration. Zionist collective memory emphasized the identi-
fication with heroes of the ancient past.

In fact, Zionist memory shaped the image of the young generation of
New Hebrews as “grandsons” of the ancient heroes, This association ac-
knowledged the existence of “fathers” (namely, the Jews of Exile} to atlow
for continuity within the Jewish past, but it enhanced the affinity between
the ancient forefathers and the New Hebrews while marginalizing the exilic
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Jews. A eulogy for Trumpeldor, the dead hero of Tel Hai, thus stated: “He
fell dead, the hero of Israel! Like a figure of ancient magic this man was, the
great-grandson of the ancient berves of Israel, one of those who joined Bar
Kokhba’s host, one of those who followed the hero of Gush Halav.”5% At
times the need to emphasize symbolic continuity resulted in the projec-

“tion of modern-day issues on Antiquity. This was the case in Ya’akov
Zerubavel’s statement that-applied contemporary socialist concerns to the
ancient Hebrews: “The Biryonim and the soldiers of Bar Kokhba were the
last fighters for political freedom and frree Jabor in the Land of Israel, Their
grandchildren, the Hebrew workers, are the first fighters for free Jewish
life, life of labor and creation in the Land of Israel.”

The use of the adjective 7vri (Hebrew) to reinforce the te with the an-
cient past and to dissociate from the concept yebudi (Jewish) had appeared
prior to the emergence of Zionism as a political ideology.*® But for the
Zionists it was particularly appealing as a way of marking the symbolic dis-
continuity between the period of Exile and the modern National Revival.
Zionism wished to present the “Jew” with an opportunity to transform into
a “Hebrew” or, as Berdiczewski puts it, to be “the last Jews or the first
members of a new nation.”*’ :

‘The pervasive use of the term “Hebrew” during the prestate period thus
implied both symbolic continuity with the ancient national past and depar-
ture from Exile. The mere addition of this adjective was indicative of the
national significance attributed to its referent. Thus, the Hebrew culture
celebrated the emergence of “Hebrew youth,” “Hebrew work,” “Hebrew
guards,” “Hebrew labor union,” “Hebrew literature,” “Hebrew schools,”
“Hebrew language,” and other such manifestations of its growing distance
from traditional Jewish culture.

While the term “Hebrew” was also popular in Zionist circles outside of
Palestine, the secular national Hebrew culture greatly enhanced the con-
trast between the “Hebrew” and the “Jew,” along with its repudiation of
Exile.*® The highly negative image of the Jew of Exile was counterbalanced
by the no less extreme positive image of the new native Hebrew, later
known by the nickname Tsgbar (Sabra).

The Sabra became a mythological—and necessarily also arche-
typal—figure that forms a solid mold by which the Israeli-born
would be shaped. The superior Sabra is characterized not only by .
what he possesses, but also by that which he does not have: he has no
fear, weakness, or timidity; he has none of the exilic spirit [ galutiyut].
He is'the product of the Land of Israel, the outcome of generations’
hopes, and he stands in contrast to the Jew of Exile. He is Hebrew
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and not Jew, and he is to put an end to the humiliation of his fathers.
Anything that the Jew has lacked he has: strength, health, labor, re-
turn to nature, deep-rootedness, and a little of the peasant’s slowness
and heaviness.’

The New Hebrew was thus expected to be closer to his ancient forefathers
than to his exilic parents. Accordingly, the uprooted Jew turns into a native
who is deeply rooted in the homeland, settles in it, works its soil, and is
fully prepared to defend it. Unlike the passive, submissive image of the
exilic Jew, the New Hebrew is seen as active, self-reliant, and proud. The
desire to compensate for what was seen as the excessive spirituality and
verbosity of the exilic Jew resulted in the admiration of activism and physi-
cal strength. The New Hebrew was thus portrayed as a man of action, not
2 man of words. Fis emergence would help recover the national pride and
dignity that was lost during Exile.! .
Within this context, it shonld not come as a surprise that the new He-
brew society in Palestine, which referred to itself as the Yishuv (Settle-
ment), cultivated a special admiration for its youth, the new representatives
of the Hebrew. For the Zionist settlers the young generation of Hebrews
was the key to the future, the concrete evidence of the success of their vi-
sion and efforts to rebuild the nation. Youth worship, as the historian
George Mosse points out, is characteristic of periods of dramatic political
and social change.* Revolutionary movements mark their futurist orienta-
tion by symbols that revolve around young people or project youthfulness,
In its portrayal of the New Hebrews as a radically transformed breed of
Jews, Zionism reached closest to a revolutionary stance. However, even
though the imagery of the New Hebrew often implied a dramatic contrast

" to its “Jewish” predecessor, Zionism rejected a total rupture between the

two, as the response to the Canaanites showed. Zionism thus sought to
induce a “fundamental” rather than a “radical” transformation,® using
different periods of the past as both a countermodel and a source of .
legitimation.

More than realistic portrayals, the Zionist constructions of the exilic Jew
and the New Hebrew snggest ideal types that provide another link between
the Zionist view of the past and its vision of the future, Similarly, the con-
struction of a new native Flebrew culture was more of an aspiration than a
description of a reality. The cultural situation in Palestine was, indeed,
much mare complex. As the cultural critic Itamar Even-Zohar points out,
many “exilic” and foreign elements were incorporated into the supposedly
native Hebrew culture. The blend of new and old, Jewish and foreign, is
particularly evident in such domains as dress, food, dance, and songs,
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which were the product of an attempt to construct indigenous cultural
expressions.®* :

In spite of its constructed character as an ideal type, the “Hebrew” im-
age was internalized by the Yishuv society and new Jewish immigrants were
met with the social expectation that they would transform accordingly. The
emergence of a literary archetype of the native youth in the literature of
the Jate 1940s and the 1950s indicates the internalization of this image by
Hebrew youth themselves. Ironically, one of the symbolic expressions of
the parents’ success in transmitting the ideal of a New Man is youth’s self-
portrayal in the literature as metaphorically “parentless,” As the literary
critic Gershon Shaked remarks, when Moshe Shamir chose to begin his
1951 novel, Bemo Yadav (By his own hands) with the statement that its
young hero, Alik, was born of the sea, he was in fact articulating the social
and literary expectations of that period.® Along with the admiration of the
new Hebrew youth and culture, enormous pressures were exerted on new
immigrants to relinquish their own languages and traditions and accept the
values and norms of the Hebrew culture. Indeed, only during the last two
decades has Israeli society begun to face the political and cultural manifes-
tations of the deep psychological scars that these pressures produced.s

The Zionist vision of national revival centers around the image of the
New Hebrew, but land and language were essential aspects of this revival.
Here too, the construction of the past provided the guidelines to the future:
national life degenerated in Exile asa result of the rupture from the ances-
tral'land, Zion, and the use of a new hybrid language, Yiddish. The vision
of the modern National Revival thus centered upon three main elements:
the Hebrew man, the Land of Israel, and the Hebrew language.

National redemption was thus intimately linked to the idea of redeem-
ing the land. The Zionist settlers believed that in the process of settling in
and working the land they would find their own personal and collective
redemption. As a most popular Hehrew song of the prestate period notes,
“{We have come to the homeland to build [it] and be rebuilt [in it].” The
attachment to the land was further reinforced by the educational emphasis
on the study of agriculture, nature, as well as local geography and history
(known as a class-on moledet [homeland]). Yediat ha-aretz (knowing the
Land) did not simply mean the recital of facts in the classroom, but rather
an intimate knowledge of the land that can only be achieved through a
direct contact with it. As we shall see later, twekking on foot throughout the
land was particularly considered as a major educational experience, essen-

tial for the development of the New Hebrews. During the prestate period,

Hebrew schools and the highly popular youth movements assigned great
significance to such trips.s’
To erect a Flebrew settlement and work its land required a total com-
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mitment, devotion, and readiness for sacrifice.®® Tel Hat emerged as a cen-
tral myth of the settlement period because it was believed to demonstrate
the significance of these values. Death for the country was itself a modern
reenactment of the ancient spirit of heroism, indicating the beginning of a
new national era.® The importance of working the land was particularly
enhanced by the Socialist Zionists and received its most explicit expression
in the teachings of A. D. Gordon, Gordon’s writing, which focused on the
link between the physical and spiritual dimensions of work, highlighved its
sacred nature and gave rise to the concept dat ha-avoda (the religion of
labor).” In the same vein, the poet Avraham Shlonsky portrayed the pio-
neers’ work of building settlements and toiling on the land as sacred acts,
using terms borrowed from the Jewish ritual domain:

My land is wrapped in light as in a prayer shawl.
The houses stand forth like frontlets;
and the roads paved by hand, stream down like

. phylactery straps. \

Here the lovely city says the morning prayer to its Creator.
And among the creators is your son Abraham, -
a road-building bard of Israel.”?

Settling was a central pioneering activity that implied rerooting in _.nra
land. Founding a new sertlement was defined as the ultimate realization
(bagsbama) of the pioneering ideology which Zionist youth movements
transmitted to its members. Perhaps the most obvious expression of the
prominence of this activity was the emergence of the concept of Yishuv,
Settlement, as the collective reference to the new Hebrew society in Pal-
estine. Rebuilding the nation thus became a sacred act, a work of creation;
in Shlonsky’s bold terms, the Zionist Settier replaced ‘God as the creator.

The Hebrew language likewise emerged as a central component of Na-
tional Revival. Zionist collective memory cast Hebrew as the language of
the ancient Israelites who lived in the Land of Tsrael, which fell out of active
daily use during Exile. Hebrew, accordingly, remained the uneﬁ&.ﬂ sacred
tongue of prayers and religious studies while other languages took its @_m.nw
as the languages of everyday life. As the Jews lost their unified territorial
base in Zion, so they lost Hebrew as their unified national langnage. Na-
tional Revival thus required a return to Hebrew as a means of reconnecting
with the hidden national spirit. .

For the European Zionists, the most notable example of the exilic sub-
stitute for Hebrew was Yiddish, the Jewish language spoken predominantly
in eastern Europe. Compared to Hebrew, Yiddish was scorned as a lan-
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 guage devoid of spiritual depth and artistic qualities. As Ahad Ha-Am, the
proponent of cultural Zionism, emphasized, only the Hebrew language
could function as the tongue through which Jews could connect again with
their national past and would be able to achieve a full literary and spiritual
renaissance.” :

Like other Zionist reconstructions of the Jewish past, this exremely di~
chotomized view ignored developments that did not fit its model. After all,
Aramaic competed with Ilebrew as the language spoken by Jews during the
later part of Antiquity. Conversely, Hebrew did not remain constrained to
the sacred domain during centuries of Exile but was also a language of po-
etry and writing, and served as the lingua franca for Jews who came from
different countries.” Thus, the concept of the “revival of the Hebrew lan-
guage” is not accurate, nor is the celebration of the “rebirth” of modern
Hebrew in conjunction with Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s immigration to Pales-
tine in 1881, That this event became a temporal marker of rebirth is an
example of how collective memory reconstructs the past by selecting a sym-
bolic “event” to represent a gradual process of transition. In spite of Ben-
Yehuda’s remarkable contribution to the development of modern Hebrew,
efforts to expand the use of Hebrew as a spoken tongue actually predated

- his immigration to Palestine. Indeed, the decisive turn in the status of He-

brew in Palestine came later, during the second decade of this century.™ -

Like other aspects of the Zionist collective memory, the association of
Hebrew with Antiquity ard the negative attitude toward other Jewish lan-
guages associated with Exile predated the rise of Zionism. Yet Zionism pre-
sented 3 new insistence upon a full-scale “revival” of the ancient tongue

" with a more pronounced nationalist bent, and adjusted the perception of

the past accordingly. The anecdote told by the archeologist Yigael Yadin of .

Ben-Gurion’s reproach when he saw letters from the Bar Kokhba period
that were written in Aramaic is quite revealing: “‘“Why did they write in
Aramaic and not in Hebrew?’ was [Ben-Gurion’s] immediate angry reac-
tion, as if the scribes had been members of his staff.”?*

The attitude toward the exilic languages and the commitment to turn

Hebrew into an everyday language was not uniform, however, even among
the Zionists. The emergence of Hebrew as the Yishuv’s national language
was a complex process that entailed a struggle on both ideological and prac-
tical grounds. The 1913 “Languages War” marked the success of the
pro-Hebrew teachers and students, supported by the Socialist Zionist
settlers of the Second Aliya, in abolishing the use of European languages

-« in Jewish schools and establishing Hebrew as the main language of instruc-

tion.” For most Jewish immigrants, Hebrew was not a native tongue but a
newly acquired spoken language. While its vocabulary was rich in some
areas, it was severely limited in others. The use of the language thus re-
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quired an ongoing effort to find (or construct) appropriate words, idioms,
and concepts. .

Yet the emergence of Hebrew as the primary and official language of the
Yishuv was ultimately seen as a critical link to the ancient past, as con-
structed in Zionist collective memory. For this reason too, the eastern

- European settlers wished to adapt the Sephardi Hebrew pronunciation

which, they believed, follows the ancient Hebrew accent. Thus, although
Palestinian Hebrew actually formed a new system of pronunciation, draw-
ing selectively on both the Sephardi and the Ashkenazi Hebrew,” it was
seen as an adaptation of the Sephardi accent and therefore as closer to an-
cient Hebrew. That this was a new synthesis meant, however, that for both
the eastern European Zionist settlers and the Middle Eastern Jews the new
Palestinian Hebrew provided a further ritualized expression of change.
This transformation thus symbolized the cultural transition from exilic to
Palestinian Ilebrew, from a primarily sacred and literary language to 2

 secular language of everyday use and the official language of the revived

Hebrew nation.”® :
|

Historical Continuity/Symbolic Discontinuities

The Zionist collective memory produces a master COmmemorative narra-
tive that outlines three periods—Antiquity, Exile, and the modern Na-
tional Revival. Within this semiotic framework, as it developed in the na-
tional Hebrew culture in Palestine, the meaning of each period is largely
determined by its relations to the other periods. The following graphic
display (figure 1) represents the Zionist vision of symbolic continuities and
ruptures within Jewish history.

?,ummEQ Exile ‘ Z...:..m.ouu._ Revival
Past ‘ : —» Future
Land of Tsrael many countries Land of Tsrael
H.Hn_uwg,m : ] Hmmﬁ New maﬂcﬂnim
mmwm.ni language Eoub% languages Bom.nmuﬁmnvnmi
Figure .H
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* This semiotic system presents a basic conception of linear progression
through historical time. But its segmentation into three periods also sug-
gests some notion of historical recurrence that transcends this linearity.

This does not imply a fully circular movement through time, but rather a.

spiral thrust forward to the future with a symbolic incorporation of certain
features of the ancient past, as is demonstrated by figure 2,

Figure 2 thus displays how the national periods (Antiquity and the Na-
tional Revival) became separated by a period of national disintegration.
From a natdonalist perspective, then, Exile is represented by blank space, a
“historical detour” which denies continuity of national life. This gap, how-
ever, is not constructed by history, but rather by memory, imposing its
idealogical classification of the past.

To compensate for this disruption, the Zionist commemorative narra-

_tive constructs a symbolic bridge between Antiquity and the modern pe-
riod, emphasizing their affinity and distancing both from Exile. The New
Hebrews’ renewed bond with land and nature as well as the revival of the
Hebrew language help construct this bridge. This is clearly expressed in
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the Hehrew literature written for children. Nature is often described as
supporting the Zionist efforts to bridge over Fxile, thereby constructing
the symbolic continuity that history denies. Thus, for example, the writer
Ya’akov Hurgin informs his young readers that the ancient rebels’ story had
never left Zion to Exile and was, therefore, transmitted to him by the waves
of the Sea of the Galilee.” The waves thus provide the symbolic bridge that
makes it possible to “weave” the ancient past into the modern National
Revival, skipping over the discredited exilic past. The result is an appear-
ance of seamless continuity between Antiquity and the modern National
Revival.

The alignment of the national periods on the one hand and Exile on the
other plays up the positive images of the first and third periods against the -
highly negative image of the middle period. Even though Zionist memory
acknowledges Exile asa very long period (often marked by the formulaic
reference to “two thousand years”), it defines it by its lack, as if it were
“empty” in substance. As a result, Hebrew education expanded greatly on
Antiquity, with'a special emphasis on the two centuries of national revolts
against the Romans, and devoted relatively little time to the history of Ex-
ile.# Among his protests against Jewish history, Yudke, Flayim Hazaz’s fic-
tiona! hero, complains that Jewish history is boring because it consists of
an endless recurrence of persecution and martyrdom.® Commemorative
time created by the Zionist master commemorative narrative thus differs
from historical time considerably, reflecting the different significance it at-
tributes to each of the periods.

Historical Turning Points: Liminality and Transitions

The Zionist reconstruction of symbolic continuities and discontinuities in
Jewish history was clearly designed to support the ideology of national re-
vival. The dramatic contrast bétween the repudiation of Exile and the glo-
rification of Antiquity accentuated the appeal of the future national era and
highlighted the notion of a new beginning. The resettlement of Palestine
represented a national rebirth. The Zionist settlers regarded themselves as
engaging in the work of Creation, secularizing religions metaphors and
drawing upon biblical images to highlight their own contribution to the
formation of a new national era.®

While the early pioneering period symbolized the process of nadonal
rebirch, it was the 1920 battle of Tel Hai that provided the commemorative
miarker of a new heginning, Tel Hai was a sign that the expected historical
transition was taking place. But a new beginning presupposes the end of
the preceding period: The commemorative sequence strives to portray the
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transition as consisting of an end, a great divide, and a new beginning. The
reality, however, is more complex and does not offer a clear-cut sequence.
Jews lived in Palestine prior to the *first” Zionist immigration, and Jews
continued to live in exile even after the beginning of the Zionist immigra-
tion and appeared to flourish more than their brethren in Palestine. To
legitimize the delineation of 2 new beginning and reinforce their periodi-
zation, the Zionist settlers referred to the pre-Zionist Jewish population in
Palestine as the “old Yishuv” (the “old settlement™) and regarded it as a
symbolic extension of Exile, thereby highlighting its distinction from the
new Zionist Yishuv.®

The prestate period nonetheless continued to represent a highly am-
biguous situation with regard to the end of Exile. Indeed, it was only with
the Holocaust that the Zionist commemorative narrative was able to draw
a clear boundary indicating the end of Exile. The fate of European Jewry
sealed that period of misery and persecution and affirmed that the future
belonged to the Zionist national revival in Palestine. It is not surprising,
therefore, that the national Hebrew educational discourse emphasized this
view of the Holocaust, implying a critique of the Holocaust victims for
failing to understand that historical lesson in time and to join the Zionist
effort.®

Thus, the master commemorative narrative allows for a liminal period
in the transition between eras, beginning with the early pioneering period,
culminating in the battle of Tel Hai. During this intermediate period of
betwixt and between, historical forces shaped the emergent nation, but this

_ process was still imbued with ambiguity as life in exile continued, The Ho-

Y

locaust, followed by the foundation of the State of Israel, provided a defini-
tive boundary between the ending of Exile and National Revival. The rep-
resentation of this symbolic order in the Israeli annual cycle of memorial
days farther affirms this commemorative sequence.* Within this semiotic
system, then, the foundation of the state provides a symbolic compensation
for the trauma of the Holocaust, This view, which the commemorative or-
der suggests, is sometimes articulated explicitly in Hebrew textbooks that
present the foundation of the state as a “happy end” for the Holocaust.®

Moreover, since Jewish life outside the State of Israel has continued 1o
challenge this construct, a new term emerged following the foundation of
the State of Israel to refer to Jewish communities abroad as “Dispersion”
(tefutsor). This concept conveys that the State of Israel is the center of world
Jewry and the Jews who live outside of Israel are defined in relation to it,
namely, dispersed in its periphery. Furthermore, this new term reinforces
a cognitive distinction between Exile as a past that preceded the foundation
of the state and Jewish life in exile following 1948.%

Much like the liminal period marking the transition between Exile and
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the Zionist National Revival, the Zionist master commemorative narrative
constructs a similar liminal period that separates Antiquity from Exile. Al-
though Masada was seen as a key turning point in Jewish history that indi-
cates the conclusion of the Jewish revolt against the Romans in a.p. 73, this
end did not actually represent a full trhnsition from Antiquity to Exile. Af-
ter all, Jews remained in Judaea under Roman rule while others continued
to live in various diasporas throughout the Roman Empire. It was the out-
break of the Bar Kokhba revolt sixty years later that provided the Zionist
commemorative narrative with an event to mark the conclusion of that
transition: the Bar Kokhba revolt symbolized the final outburst of the an-
cient Jewish activist spirit, and its defeat ended the liminal period that had
begun with the Great Revolt of the preceding century. Figure 3 represents
the introduction of these turning points as temporal markers, signalling the
entry to and exit from those liminal periods of transition. The three his-
torical events that this book explores are thus located in the liminal periods
of transition that the Zionist master commemorative narrative constructs.
This commemorative location helps us understand why they emerged as
major symbolic events in the national Hebrew culture and why they later

- became subjects of intense controversies over their meaning,

The designation of Masada and the Bar Kokhba revolt as major turning
poinits that mark the transition from Antiquity to Exile and the emergence
of Tel Hai as a symbolic marker of the onset of the Zionist National Re-
vival were part of the Yishuv’s attempt to shape its collective identity in
relation to the past as well as the Jewish society outside of Palestine. While
the division of the past into Antiquity and Exile continued the periodiza~
tion constructed by traditional Jewish memory, the reinterpretation of
Masada and Bar Kokhba as highly valued events marking the ending
of Antiquity was a Zionist innovation. Jewish tradition emphasized the de-
struction of the Second Temple as the critical turning point ending this
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period, while it ignored Masada and was more ambiguous in its commemo-
ration of the Bar Kokhba revolt. The reconstruction of these events as.
markers of major transitions in the nation’s history was nonetheless essen-
tial for enhancing the ideological premises of the Zionist ideology. :
‘T'he notion of a “national birth” is often linked to the themes of 2 na- S
tional struggle and the sacrifice of life for its cause. The birth of the new ‘ %
Hebrew nation was no exception. It is not surprising, therefore, that the .
Zionist settlers focused on these themes with regard to their present reality . ‘ :
and elaborated them in commemorating the ancient revolts. Here, the na- : . HE go
tional struggles helped weave the end of Antiquity into the beginning of
the modern National Revival to construct a symbolic continuity between.
the two periods and underscored their great divide in relation to Exile. This . NATIONAL MYTHS
idea was so deeply ingrained in the secular national ideology that the first -
Hebrew organizations for self-defense in Palestine, Bar Giora and Ha-
Shomer, chose the verse from Cahan’s poem articulating this idea as their
own motto: “In blood and fire Judaea fell; in blood and fire Judaea will
rise.”®®
The Zionist collective memory emerged out of a deep concern for Jew-
ish survival, both physical and spiritual, in exile. The issues of death and
rebirth, sacrifice and survival, rupture and continuity were thus central to "
the Zionist views of the past and its vision of the future. The three turning m
points which this study explores likewise focus on national struggles and !
articulate the new Zionist cutlook on those fundamental issues, That they
became major heroic national myths of the emergent Hebrew nation in
Palestine attests to the power of collective memory to artfully rework his- |
" torical information in the construction of its commemorative narratives, |
The basic premises of the Zionist collective memory described here W
relate mostly to the prestate period that shaped the foundations of the na-
tional Hebrew culture. Although the seeds of these ideas were formed in
Europe, the emphasis of this book is on the development of the Zionist
collective memory within the framework of the Yishuv and, after the foun-
dation of the state, within Israeli culture. As the society has undergone con-
siderable changes, its collective memory has also been transformed. And
yet, even after the establishment of the state, Israeli society has confronted
death and survival as part of its experience and these issues have remained
central to its collective memory and political discourse. Israelis thus con- -
_tinuously engage in examining the reladon between the past and the pres-
ent and reconstructing symbolic continuities and discontinuities between
.~ them as they explore and reshape their identities as both Israelis and Jews.
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