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One

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 immigrants, 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 three historical events, yet it is not a histori-
cal study. Rather, it focuses on how members of society remember and in-
terpret these events, how the meaning of the past is constructed, and how
itis modified over time. My interest here is at that level of historical knowl-
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 history that common people 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
books. 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
their ideas about politics and society. (Emphasis added)’
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12 HISTORY, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND COUNTERMEMORY

vivals” that modern societies simply tolerate. Acts of commemoration re-
charge collective memory and allow for its transformation. The pressure of
countermemory too 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.



