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Abstract:

This study explores the construction of collective memory as reflected in the
Holocaust commemoration in Israel, an important boundary in the historical sequence
of the Israeli people being a group moving throughout time. It examines the relation
between history and memory at that particular event; the role of commemorative
narratives and rituals in contemporary social life, and their impact on the political
sphere. It further elaborates on the process through which members of the Israeli
society remember and interpret the different events that are being stressed and
highlighted through out that period as part of the historical trail of the Isracli people.

How is the meaning of the past reconstructed and modified over time?

This study is based on the assumption that collective memory, in Israel as well as in
other states in the world, relies solely on the transmission of knowledge from one

generation to another'. Of course it is this kind of historical narration that influences

most members of the community simply because it is what people carry around in
their heads. People always look upon the past in a certain way and this determines

their ideas about politics and society.

This study also exhibits the wide range of Holocaust commemorations practiced by
the Israeli community, both formally and informally, that contributed a great deal to
the establishment of a firm base upon which history is remembered and registered in

the minds of every generation. An example of these commemorations are holiday

Zerubavel, Yael. Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National Tradition. Chicago

and London. The University of Chicago Press, 1995. p. 22



celebrations, festivals, monuments, memorials. songs, stories, plays and educational

fextis.

In short this study focuses on the role played by collective memory as part of the
Israeli nation building process with a special emphasis given to the different stages
this collective memory has undergone and the effect of each on the community at the
time of its perfusion.
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Introduction

Israel is a society of settlers (according to Israeli terminology they are referred to as
- 3 w5 ] i S . :
“mmmigrants™).” No common history on a joint land js recorded. Yet the Isracl

identity has been constructed. its culture revived. and most importantly its past have
been “recreated”. This process, as will be seen in this study, depended heavily on
history and tradition. However, this dependence is proved to be selective, since
certain historic incidents emerged as “heroic”, others were suppressed to the extent of
a complete wipe out. This suppression and elaboration somehow reconstructed a new
national memory and tradition for the Israelis, according to which every new [sraeli

generation is educated and brought up.”

“David” for example, is the engine for Israel’s imagination and for Israel’s public
history.” This “David” is no doubt a literary imaginative construction made by many
hands. No one can get behind that construction. However, that construction is partly
deliberate as a means of political propaganda. Such portraits that are generated by a

certain memory simply dominate the imagination of Israel.

Collective memory, in the Israeli case as in other cases, simply relies on the
transmission of knowledge from one generation to another. The kind of history that

has the most influence upon the life of the community and the course of events js the

Zerubavel. Yael. Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National I'radition. Chicago

and London. The University of Chicago Press, 1995. p. 22
“Ibid p. 22
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Brueggemann, Walter. David s Truth in Israel’s Imagination & Memory. New York. Fortress Press, 1985, p. 14




history that common people carry around in their heads. People, almost always.
picture the past in some fashion or another and this picture determines their ideas

about politics and society.

The Holocaust has been commemorated throughout the world in various ways and by
many different populations. The fact remains that the Holocaust was not entirely an
Isracli catastrophic event. Other groups of people, such as gypsies, socialists and
intellectuals were equally and dramatically tormented by the Nazis. However, the
Israelis successfully used the machinery of commemoration to reflect the Israeli

entirety of the Holocaust.

On the other hand, every group that was affected by the Holocaust developed a
memory of its own past that highlights its unique identity vis-a-vis other groups.
These reconstructed images provided the group with an account of its origin and

development and thus allowed it to recognize itself through time.

“Can history be viewed as distinctly parallel to collective memory? The answer is
yes.”™” History and collective memory can be portrayed as two polar representations of
the past. History is the product of a scholarly scrutiny of the records of the past, while
collective memory is viewed as an organic part of social life that is continuously
transformed in response to society’s changing needs. Thus when tradition weakens

and social memory is fading, history emerges as the primary mode of knowledge

Wistrich. Robert and Ohana, David. The Shaping of Israeli Identity: Myvth, Memory and Trauma. Loondon, Frank
vass, 1995. P147.
i o
“Zerubavel. Yael. Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National Tradition. Chicago

and London, The University of Chicago Press. 1995. p. 22




about the past.] On the other hand, historians may strive to become detached analysts,

but since they are members of their own societies, they tend to respond to prevalent

social ideas about the past. Along that line, some Israeli historians have utilized the

basic premises of collective memory into shaping up history.”

However. collective memory, in spite of its dynamic character, is not an entirely fluid
knowledge nor is it totally detached from historical memory. It continuously
negotiates between available historical records and current social and political
agendas. For example, in the 1950s, there was no political consensus regarding the
Holocaust at that time. The memory of the Holocaust and its victims was
accompanied by unending political strife. Therefore it might be true that history and

memory do not, after all. operate in a totally detached manner.” There is conflict as

well as interdependence.

The Israeli society have used a wide range of commemorations, both formal and
informal, to fuel the vitality of collective memory and establish a firm base upon
which history is remembered and registered in the minds of every generation. Holiday
celebrations, festivals, monuments, memorials, songs. stories, plays as well as
educational texts, are all being used as means of constructing a collective memory, by
which the Israeli identity is firmly rooted within the souls of all Israelis and non-

Israelis in order to generalize and monopolize their sufferings. Thus eliminating the

'Ibid p 22.

2
Zerubavel, Yael, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National Tradition. Chicago

and London, The University of Chicago Press. 1995, p. 22
Wistrich, Robert and Ohana. David. The Shaping of Israeli Identitv: Myth. Memory and Trauma. London.

Frank Cass, 1995, p. 128




possible questioning of the origins of certain historical facts from within the Israel;
historical records, and consequently the very core of Israeli identity. One prevalent
commemoration form of the Holocaust is individual commemoration basically

portrayed through inscription added to individual tombstones.'

It 1s worth noting however, that children in the Israeli society are subject and exposed

to such acts of commemoration at an early age.” This, in itself, boosts the vitality of

collective memory and exceeds the influence of any history book or teacher. So. we
may say that early childhood education reinforces shared images and stories that in
turn reinforces the group’s memory. Through visual arts, the Holocaust is being

relived by the Israeli generations.” Texts, collections of photographs, and slides are all
4 g

means of visual arts resources used in schools to enhance Holocaust teaching and
commemoration. Students respond more strongly to visual materials than to oral
discussions or written texts. Thus teachers, all over Israeli schools, tend to use

photographs and films in their curriculum.

In chapter one of this study. collective memory is examined in terms of its relation to
the process of building the national and social identity of the Israelis. Emphasis is
given to the selectiveness and creativity of collective memory and how it tends to blur
the line between the real and the imagined. This chapter further elaborates on how the

[sraeli reconstruction of symbolic continuities and discontinuities in the Israeli history

'Ibid p. 149

2811imoni, Gideon. The Holocaust in University Teaching. Oxford, Pergamon Press, 1991. p. |

3
Ibid. p. 1




was clearly designed to support the ideology of the Israeli national revival. Thus the

colonization of Palestine, in Israeli terms. represented a national goal.

Chapter two deals with the political dimensions of the Holocaust Memory in Israel
and to what extent does the tendency to view issues through a political prism
contribute to the remembrance and conception of the Holocaust during the 1950s.
This chapter also focuses on the Eichman trial and its purpose in defining the moral
obligation of the world towards supporting the establishment of an Israeli State.
Further elaboration is also made in regard to the Israeli attitude towards the
Holocaust, which is categorized into four types: the radical, the patronizing, the
defensive-consensual and the enigmatic position. Moreover, the political dimensions
of the Holocaust after 1967 are also examined in chapter two in terms of the
overwhelming silence that that American Jewish leadership abided by before 1967
and the outbreak of commemorating events afterwards. This chapter also exhibits the
different patterns of Holocaust commemoration in Israel. These patterns lie beneath
the realms of individual and communal rituals. Monuments, memorial stones,
commemorative inscriptions, museums, literature. and many others are the ways

Israelis commemorated the Holocaust.

Chapter three focuses on the Holocaust narrative and its interpretation, in addition to
the political powers of mythic narratives through literature works and political
expressions. Additionally, this chapter lists other examples of mythic events such as
Tel-Hai, Bar Kokhba and the Fall of Mas’ada. This chapter also sheds some light on

the literature of the Holocaust and the importance of art in conveying the required




