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More t han t hat  of  any ot her nat ion, Jewish ident it y is based on t he
imaginaire of  a collect ive memory rat her t han on a common t errit ory. I
int end t o examine here t he sources of  one myt h t hat  has had crit ical
influence on t he est ablishment  of  Jewish collect ive memory and modern
Israeli ident it y. In doing so, I f ind myself  t reading a t hin line. On t he one
hand, I am a Zionist  loyal t o awareness of  t he need for t he exist ence of
t he St at e of  Israel. On t he ot her hand, I am deeply t roubled by t he price
paid by t he Palest inians for t he fulf illment  of  t his dream. Like many
ot hers, I desperat ely seek a fair solut ion t hat  will minimize t he pain and
su ering for bot h sides.

I am present ing t hese remarks out  of  recognit ion t hat  t he hist orian—
especially a hist orian who deals wit h his own cult ure—cannot  evade t he
responsibilit y of  clarifying t he polit ical, moral, and social significance of  his
research. I belong t o t he generat ion of  Israeli hist orians who t urned t heir
back on Zionist  hist oriography, which was charact erized by t he
dominance of  grand nat ional narrat ives. My generat ion has preferred t o
cover it self  in t he warm, prot ect ive blanket  of  "professional hist ory," of
scholarship free of  ideological bias; and rat her t han [End Page 16] grand
nat ional narrat ive, we have preferred t o deal wit h a mult it ude of  smaller
narrat ives. However, t his newer approach does not  mean t hat  t he
professional st udy of  hist ory has ceased t o serve polit ical goals. Even as
a "profession," hist ory is st ill a t ool t hat  advances nat ional and
part icularist ic agendas, and t hese do not  provide t he cult ural and ment al
equipment  needed for t he est ablishment  of  an era of  reconciliat ion and
peace. For t hat  reason, I prefer t o assign anot her t ask t o hist orical
st udies: t o const ruct  hist ories t hat  educat e t oward self-crit icism and
t he t olerance of  conflict ing nat ional narrat ives.

The posit ion t hat  I would like t o propose here is not  post -Zionist . I do
not  wish t o undermine t he Zionist  nat ional narrat ive or t o weaken it .
However, I do wish t o add a dimension of  self-awareness t o it , so t hat  it
will be more crit ical, more nuanced, more balanced. In t his way,
hist oriography can t ake an import ant  st ep forward. In t he past  t wo



hundred years, hist orical st udies mainly have helped t o shape nat ional
consciousness and nat ional part icularism—one may add nat ional
egot ism. Hist orical st udies must  undergo a correct ive t ransformat ion
and serve t o fost er underst anding among nat ions, rat her t han hat red.
Thus, a er shi ing from monophonic nat ional hist ory t o professional
hist ory, we should cont inue now int o a new phase of  polyphonic hist ory.
The st udy of  hist ory should cease t o serve t hose who foment  conflict s
and become inst ead an inst rument  of  reconciliat ion, underst anding, and
t olerance.

In order t o achieve t hat  aim, t he change I am describing must  t ake
place in every rival camp. Therefore, I proposed t o t he organizers of  t his
workshop t hat  t hey bring an Israeli hist orian who t akes a crit ical approach
t oward t he hist orical narrat ives of  Zionist  nat ionalism t oget her wit h a
Palest inian hist orian who adopt s a similar approach t oward t he founding
narrat ives of  Palest inian nat ionalism. Unfort unat ely, my wish could not  be
realized. Nevert heless, I am here, prepared t o speak, because I have
come t o t he conclusion t hat  t he dut y of  self-crit icism is incumbent  on
t he conqueror more t han on t he conquered. I hope t hat  t hese remarks
will fost er parallel responses. It  would be very disappoint ing if  t he only
result  of  t his int ernal Jewish crit icism were t he reinforcement  of  crit icism
from out side.

I

The myt h I will examine is t hat  of  t he exile of  t he Jews from t heir land as
a result  of  t he dest ruct ion of  t he Second Temple, and I will t race it s
vicissit udes and hist ory. This myt h is very common not  only in Israel but
also in t he West . The nat ional ant hem of t he St at e of  Israel declares
t hat  t he hope t o live as a free nat ion in t he Land of Israel is 2,000 years
old. Belief  t hat  t he est ablishment  of  t he St at e of  Israel put  an end t o a
t wo-millennium exile is so widely shared t hat , in t he f irst ...
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