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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
major 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 Aliva (wave of immigration,
literally “going up”) followed these pogroms. When bloodshed recurred in
1903 in Kishinev, reports of the death and destruction that it inflicted
alarmed the Jews in Russia and elsewhere in Europe. These reports, and
the nationalist literature that they inspired,’ contributed to the public
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36 HISTORY, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND COUNTERMEMORY

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.

The notion of a “national birth” is often linked to the themes of a na-
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-
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
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
points which this study explores likewise focus on national struggles and
articulate the new Zionist outlook 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
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
vet, 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 relation 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.



