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More thanthat of any other nation, Jewish identityis based onthe
imaginaire of a collective memoryratherthanonacommonterritory. |
intend to examine here the sources of one myththat has had critical
influence onthe establishment of Jewish collective memory and modern
Israeliidentity. In doing so, | find myself treading a thinline. Onthe one
hand, lam a Zionist loyalto awareness of the need forthe existence of
the State of Israel. Onthe otherhand, lam deeply troubled by the price
paid by the Palestinians for the fulfillment of this dream. Like many
others, Idesperately seeka fair solution that will minimize the painand

suffering for both sides.

lam presenting these remarks out of recognition that the historian—
especially a historian who deals with his own culture—cannot evade the
responsibility of clarifying the political, moral, and social significance of his
research. Ibelong to the generation of Israeli historians who turned their
back on Zionist historiography, which was characterized by the
dominance of grand national narratives. My generation has preferred to
cover itself inthe warm, protective blanket of "professional history," of
scholarship free of ideological bias; and ratherthan [End Page 16] grand
national narrative, we have preferred to dealwith a multitude of smaller
narratives. However, this newer approach does not meanthat the
professionalstudy of history has ceased to serve political goals. Even as
a "profession," history is stilla toolthat advances nationaland
particularistic agendas, and these do not provide the culturaland mental
equipment needed forthe establishment of an era of reconciliation and
peace. Forthat reason, | preferto assign anothertaskto historical
studies: to construct histories that educate toward self-criticism and

the tolerance of conflicting national narratives.

The positionthat Iwould like to propose here is not post-Zionist. Ido
not wish to undermine the Zionist national narrative orto weakenit.
However, |do wish to add a dimension of self-awareness to it, so that it
willbe more critical, more nuanced, more balanced. In this way,

historiography cantake animportant step forward. Inthe past two



hundred years, hist orical studies mainly have helped to shape national
consciousness and national particularism—one may add national
egotism. Historical studies must undergo a corrective transformation
and serve to fosterunderstanding among nations, ratherthan hatred.

T hus, after shifting from monophonic national history to professional
hist ory, we should continue now into a new phase of polyphonic history.
T he study of history should cease to serve those who foment conflicts
and become instead aninstrument of reconciliation, understanding, and

tolerance.

In orderto achieve that aim, the change lam describing must take
place ineveryrivalcamp. Therefore, | proposed to the organizers of this
workshop that they bring an Israeli historian who takes a criticalapproach
toward the historical narratives of Zionist nationalism togetherwith a
Palestinian historian who adopts a similar approach toward the founding
narratives of Palestinian nationalism. Unfortunately, my wish could not be
realized. Nevertheless, lam here, prepared to speak, because | have
come to the conclusionthat the duty of self-criticism is incumbent on
the conqueror more than onthe conquered. lhope that these remarks
willfoster parallelresponses. It would be very disappointing if the only
result of this internal Jewish criticism were the reinforcement of criticism

from outside.

The myth lwillexamine is that of the exile of the Jews from their land as
aresult of the destruction of the Second Temple, and lwilltrace its
vicissitudes and history. T his myth is very common not only in Israel but
also inthe West. The nationalanthem of the State of Israeldeclares
that the hope to live as a free nationinthe Land of Israelis 2,000 years
old. Belief that the establishment of the State of Israelput anend to a

two-mille nnium exile is so widely shared that, inthe first...
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