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The battle of Masadain 73 A.D. was one of theleast si gnificant and | east successful eventsin
ancient Jewish history. Our concern is to undersand why. after amog two thousand years of
obscurity, this event was suddenly remembered and commemorated by Palestinian Jews. Pre-
cipitatingthe 1927 recovery of Masadawas the appearance of avery popular poem which used
the ancient battle as an alegory of the Jewish settlers’ struggle. By restoring this poem to its
sod a context, and by anal yzing both intermsof George Herbert Mead's theory of symbolically
reconstructed pads this arti cle explainsthe modern appeal of Masada. then bringsitto bear on
our general knowl edge of callective memory.

It isnotthelitera pastthat rules us save. possibly, in abio ogical sense. It isimagesof the
pags. These are oftenas highly structured and selective asmyths. Imagesand symbalic con
structs of the past are i mprinted, al most i nthe manner of genetic information, onour senghil-
ity. Each new higorical eramirrorsitself inthe picture and active mytho ogy of its past or of
apast borrowed from other cultures It tedsitssense of idertity, of regress or new achieve-
ment, agai nst that past. The echoesby which a soci ety seeksto determine thereach, thel ogic
and authority of its own voice, come from therear. Evidently, the mechanisms at work are
complex and rooted in diffuse but vital needs of continuity. A society reguires antecedents
Wherethese arenct naturally at hand. where acommunity is new or reassembled after along
interval of dispersal or subjection, anecessary past tensetothe grammar of being iscreated
by intellectual and emotional fiat.
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Memory of the pag is preserved mainly by the chronicling of eventsand thar sequence; however, the
events selected for chronicling are nat al eval uated in the same way. To some of these events we
remai nindifferent; other events are commemorated—they areinvestedwithan extraordi nary dgnifi-
cance and asd gned aqualitati vely distinct placein our conception of the past. Thisarticl eis about the
sodal roots of one highly unusual commemorative process, a process that took place in Palegine
during the 1920s.

Like other nation-building movements, Zionism has aways been aware of the need to establish a
sense of conti nuity withthe past through commemoration of great heroesand events Yet, this “need”
does nat explain how such mnemonic enterprises are actually accomplished, or explain why some
heroes and events areselected for commemorati onwhile othersareignored. The defense of Masadais
acaseinpoint.

In 73 A.D., two years after Titus s Roman army devagtated Jerusalem and its Temple, Flavius Silva
(Titus's son) moved agai nst the lag remnant of Jewi shresistance. The object of Silva's campai gn was
Masada, a mountain fortresscaptured and occuped by aband of about 900 “zeal ots’ after thefall of
Jerusalem. The Roman seige was srongly res sted, but defeat was inevitable. To deprive Rome of a
military victory, and to save themsel ves from the humiliation of captivity, Masada's defendersentered
into asuidde pact, whichthey carried out just before the last wal | s were breached.

Information on the battle of Masada is based exclusively on Josephus s (1959) The Jewish War. Al -
though written in Aramaic (the language common to the Jews of the period) aswell as Greek, this
chronicl e was for many centuri esal mast unknown outd de the Christian Church.’ A new vers on of the
war, written by Jossiponinthe tenth century, engaged the attention of many i ndividual Jews, but it was
not until the twenti eth century that the battl e of Masada would have a significantimpact onthe Jewish
coll ective consciousness No mention is made of Masada in the Talmud, or the Midrash, or in any
other sacredtext. No holiday has ever commemoratedthe event. As an object of col lective memory,
thedefense of Masadawas “forgotten” for almog two thousandyears(Lewis, 1975).

Thefirst manifestati onsof widespread Jewi sh interest in Masada coincidedwith therise of Zionism
during the early decades of the twentieth century. That the memory of Masadawas “intheair” at this
timeis evidenced by the formati on of a Masada Society inLondon, andin Palegine by the trand ation
of Josephus’s chronicl einto modern Hebrew. However, the event that mog effecti vely mobilized in-
teres in Masada wasthe publi cati on in Palesti ne of apoem by a Ukrainian immigrant, Yitzhak Lamdan.
Thispoem, titled“Masada,” enjoyed immense popul arity when it first appearedin 1927, andits many
reprinti ngs were accompani ed by great fascinati on with and pilgrimages to the fortress itself (Zerubavel .
1980: 27~35). Later, after goectacular archaedogical excavations “confirmed”’ Josephus’s higory (Yadin.
1966). Masada was transformed into a state-sponsored cult.

That Masadawas suddenly remembered and commemoratedis certain, butinlight of other nations’
commemorative preferences, thereisno obviousreasonwhy it should have been. Theeventsthat mos
nati onsremember and commemorate are often associated withtheir origin, atime regarded as sacred
because it establishesbas ¢ val ues and ingitutions (Eiade, 1961, 1963; Shils 1975; Schwartz, 1982).
Sometimes the mature phase of a nation’s higory, atime whenitisat the peak of its pdlitica and
economic power, becomes the focus of commemorati ve activity (Warner, 1959). Sometimes a



The Recovery o/ Masada: A Study in Collective Memory

nation may choose to give prominent placein its callective memory to eras and events of a
negative character, like military defeats, captivity, even catasrophe (Van Woodward, 1960). An
ascribed “ historical s gnificance” seemsto be the one element that these three classes of events
have in common. Origin, rise, and fall areremembered and commemorated because they are
believed to conspicuoudy affect the subsequent experience of a people, and because knowl -
edge of these eventsisdeemed essential to making its current situation historically intelligible.

Thebattl e of Masada exhibits none of these features. It possesses no formative s gnificance, as
didthe Exodus itdoes not represent apdlitical peak inJewish history, as didthe kingdoms of
Davidand Solomon, and does not diginguishitself as anegative event. Masadafell in amop-
ping-up operation that followed an occadon of far greater 5 gnificance: the defense, fall, and
degruction of Jerusalem. Masadd' sl asscannot even be regarded as alast gasp in the hisory of
ancient Isradl. To the 132-135A-D. revolt and defeat of Bar Kochba bel ongs this di stinction.
Thus therecall and commemorati on of Masadais an excepti on to the tendency of societies to
remember in away that maximizes collective dignity or that dramatizes significant turning
pointsin the pad.

THE SOCIAL ROOTS OF COMMEMORATION

Qur concern is to understand why the defense of Masada was remembered and commemorated
after two thousand years of obscurity, and why other more heroic phases of the Jewish past
were ignored in itsfavor. As a gecia case of what Bernard Lewis (1975) calls “recovered
higory,” the reclaiming of Masada is important to us for what it might add to our general
knowl edge of callective memory. We take our theoretical departure, therefore, from assump-
tionsfirst articulated by the two mog influential students of collective memory: Maurice
Hal bwachsand George Herbert Mead.

Society’'s underganding of its past, Halbwachs (1941) believed, is aways instrumental to the
mai ntenance of present beliefsand val ues:

If. as we believe, collective memory is essentially a reconstruction of the past, if it adepts the
image of ancient facts to the beliefs and iritual needs of the present, then a knowl edge of the
origin of these facts must be secondary, if not atogether useless, for thereality of the pas is no

longe inthepast (p. 7. Italics added).

In other words historical eventsare worth rememberi ng only whenthe contemporary society is
motivaedto definethem assuch (see a s Hal bwachs, 1952, 1980).

George Herbert Mead worked i ndependently of Hal bwachs but his theory of the pastincludes
staementsthat are similar to Hal bwachs sin that they posta close aignment between histori-
cal undergandingsand present concerns. T he di recti on of emphasis. however, is different. While
Hal bwachsseeksto show how the present situation affectsour perception of the past. Mead’s
aimistoundersgand the use of historical knowledgeininterpreting the present. “[ T"he signifi-
cant content which historical researchreveals” isinMead sview not “thepast object as implied
inthe present [but] anewly discovered present which canonly be known andinterpretedinthe
pagst whichitinvolves” (193S:94). Therefore, a“personhastobring up acertai n portion of the
pas to determine what his presentis, and inthe same way the community wantstobringupthe
past 0 it can state the present stution and bring out what the actual issues themselves are”
(Mead, 1938:81).
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Mead’s second, corresponding, pointisthat new passare mos likely to emerge during periods
of rapid change. The stuationsoccas oned by thiskind of change aredestahilizing, but they can
beroutinized if the pastisrecongructedinsuch away as to ass mil ate them into a meaningful
flow of events. “The past which we congtruct from the sandpoint of the new probl emof today,”
says Mead (1929:353), “i s based upon continui ti eswhi ch we di scover inthat which hasari sen,
andit serves us urtil therisng novdty of tomorrow necess tatesanew history.... “ Indeed, no
sod ety would go to the trouble to recongtruct its past had not some significant problem dis
rupted its normal pattern of living. As one of Mead' s interpreters putsit, “there could be no
awareness of any pag or the history of anything, if it were not for the sake of undersanding
how to account for some present experienced phenomenon that obstructseffective action” (Miller,
1973.76, seea 0 Lee, 1963).

Mead'’s formul ati on of the past, as David Maines Noreen Sugrue, and Michael Katovichhave
recently (1983) shown, comprises other dimensions: a “social qructural past,” which condi-
tionsthe experiences foundinthe present, an“implied obj ective pagt,” whose obdurate real ity
isinferredfrom evidence availablein the present, and a“mythical past,” purposely created to
manipul ate present socia rel ati onships Thisarti cle touches only indirectly on these concerns;
itsmaintopicis Mead’s formulation of the “symbolically recongructed pag,” whichinvolves
“redefining the meani ng of past events in such away that they have meaninginand utility for
thepresent” (Maines Sugrue, and Katovich, 1983:163).

Intheir effort to expli cate the sociological relevance of symbolical ly recongructed pags Maines,
Sugrue. and Katovich cond der the “usevalue” of history in the context of present-day power
struggl es. As reform groups chall enge the policies of ocal authorities, for example, they “con-
sigently usethetactic of legitimizing their groupinterests through past accomplishments and
then us ng these accomplishmentsto frametheir present appearances” If thereisno suchhis
tory todraw upon, thenitisad mple matter to create one. “ Partisan groups that represent com-
munity interessand that are not materially powerful can become organized around their own
mythsthat elites takeseriously.” Utility (of theinstrumental sort) isonce again broughtintothe
pidure: “Elite groups attendto these mythswhen community organizations establi sh a past of
accomplishment” (1983:170). The congruction of amythical past andthe recongruction of an
obj ective past are thus animated by i denti cal pragmati c interests.

By documenting Mead’s belief that pasts are remembered and congructed in ways that meet
group needs, and that the kind of pas events mog useful in this regpect are those associated
with success, Maines Sugrue, and Katovich achieve their goal of demondrating the impor-
tanceto soci o ogy of Mead’ stheory of time. The demongtration isaconvincingone, anditis
convincing becauseitrelies, as it should, onabody of data sel ected for the purpose of demon-
strationitself. As we contemplate this achievement, however, we recogni ze that itssupporting
datarel ate to only onekind of memory: the deli berate invocati on of a successful pagt inorder to
gain or mai ntain ascendency inafield of organizational conflict. Other quegtions, like the ones
we now pose, necessarily remai n unexpl ored. What are we to make of the pontaneousinvoca
tion of past failure? What i sto be said of collective, rather than organizational, memory? Can
these questi ons also be arti cul ated within Mead s framework? As we take up these quegions,
we extendthe scope of the discuss on that Maines, Sugrue, and Katovi ch began.
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Directingour attention tothe actual conditions and problems of early Pal estine, Mead’ sideas
dotakeus along way in our effort to undergand the way itsJewi sh i nhabi tants perceived their
past. Certain agpects of that perception, however, suggest qudifications of Mead's theory. As a
“constructive pragmatist,” Mead convinced himself that intelligence isa soda process. He
believed that pags arise in such a way asto enable “intelligent conduct to proceed” against
situaional problems (1932:xiii, 29). Facedwiththetopic at hand, therefore. Mead woul d have
asked what it was about Jewi sh-Pal einian soci ety that made the commemorati on of Masada
an intelligent act. But to pase the question in this manner is to assumewhat must be demon-
strated, and such ademonstration woul d be diffi cult to make convinci ngly. The spectacl e of a
small and weak people dwelling fervently on an insignificant traumain its past, and drawing
from that memory as much anxiety as uplift, did not grike us as a very constructive way to
“statethe present” or to address its problems Thiskind of historical mood evokesno image of
heraic recovery, implies no postive model for progress, but directs attention mainly to the
prospectsand consequencesof failure.

CURRENT MEANING OF MASADA

The defense of Masada did not appeal to the Paleginian Jews inthe 1920sfor the same reason
tha it doesappeal to the present generati on of Israglis For thispresent generation, Masadaisa
symbol of military val or and nati onal commitment. So far as it represents the determinationto
suvive or die, Masadais a symbalic equivalent to the American Alamo. As Yael Zerubavel
(1980:60-148) points out, however, Masada carries withit much more ambival ence. Some I s-
raelis have been bothered by the fact that Masada's defendersdid not ftght to the death (as did
thedefenders of Jerusalem two yearsearlier, or Bar Kochba, 70yearsl ater). Liberal critics, on
the ather hand, findinthe “Masada complex” a stubborn, paranaic styl e of palitical thought that
impedesprogpects for peace (see d 0 Alter, 1973). But these detractors arein aminority. Most
Israglis somehow live with their reservations and interpret the mass suicide at Masada as a
heroi c affirmation of national dignity andwill. Inthisconnection, the geopdlitical parallelsare
most sali ent. Like the besieged and outnumbered defenders of Masada. contemporary Israglis
find themsel ves surrounded by hastile and numerically superior forces. The following sate-
ments, assembled by Zerubavel (1980:60. 62, 69), provide some representative percepti onsof
this anal ogy:

The courage andtheforceto fight for theliberati on of the country, toliveinit and todefend it,
have been drawn from Masada.

Masada is first and foremos asymbadl. It Sgnifiesthe sand of afew against the many. the last
fight of those who gave their life for political, religious and siritual freedom and chose death

rather than submiss on.

The above gatementswere made by men of grongideol ogical conviction. Popul ar understand-
ings of Masada' ssymbalic meaning are expressed | ess arti cul atel y, but they dwel | onthe same

poi nt:

That if thereisawar again, they [the soldierd will prefer to dierather than be captured by others
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This can show the sol diers that this valueis very important. To show that theideal of these
people was so important tothem that they were ready to sacrificetheir lives for it. like today
for the country.

They take the story of Masadaasan exampl e for anyone who is ready to sacrifice himself for
thecountry, like [the people of] Masada.

They want to show them [the soldiers] an example of heroism. They haveto beloyal totheir
motherland, and tofight until thelast drop of bl cod.

If these gatements testify to the appropriateness of Masada as a political symbal for
contemporary Israel, one woul d be hard pressed to draw similar paral elsfrom the S tu-
ation of Pal egineinthe 1920s. The Pal egtinian Jews di d face many diffi culties but they
didnot find themselvesin astate of military siege. With the excepti on of traumati canti-
Jewish “riots” in 1921 and 1929, the1920s was, in fact. a decade of rel ativetranquility.
The absenceof g gnificant military preparati onor acti on during thisperiod was ensured
by Great Britain, whose power extended over not only Pal edi ne but al sothose’ countries
onwhich itbordered. (The exception, Syria, was under French contral .) Conspi cuous
in this setting, itistrue, was the emerging defense force, Haganah, and evenamilitary
hero (Joseph Trumpeldor [killed by Arabsin apigtd fight at one of the settl ements));
but there was no preoccupation with the matter of general conflid. Because of the
British presence, along with dominati ng pacifis senti mentswithi nthe Jewi sh commu-
nity, early military activitieswere very amall inscal e and, in strategy, strictly defens ve:
they were concerned withthe guarding of settlementsagaing “robbery, theft, maraud-
ing, murder, andrape” (Allon, 1970:4). Calls for stronger and more aggress ve defense
units were largely ignored, if not condemned, until Arab enmity became more pro-
nounced inthe late 1930s (for details, see Luttwak and Horowitz, 1975:1-14). In short,
theconditions of lifeinthe“ garrison state” of Igael bear little rel ationtothe real ities of
earl y-twenti eth-century Palesti ne. Tothesetwo setsof social circumstancescorrespond
two differentinterpretati onsof the past.

METHOD

How was the coll ective memory of Palesti ne’ s Jewi sh settlers shaped by their immedi -
ate circumstances? To answer this quesionwewill rely mainly onone source of data:
Yitzhak Lamdan’ spoem. “Masada.”? This poemis not aviaregia. or privil eged route,
to the Jews’ conception of their past. What the poem says about that conceptionwould
probably be qualified by what other sources, like arepresentative survey of attitudes.
would say aboutit. In the absence of suchasurvey, however, the poem’s value should
not be underestimated. It can be relied on not only becauseit shows how ore literate
man felt about his community and his past but also because it describes, by design, the
feelings and reacti onsof the community at large. And if the observati on itself may be
uni que, plaus bl e methodological groundswarrant itscond derati on. A ccording to Lewis
Cosea (1963:2-3), the trai ned sensibilities of the literary artist provide an even better
source of social insight than the impressions of untrained informants on which most
sodd ogical research depends At the very least, therefore, literature i s* soci al evidence
andtestimony”; it preservesforusthe precious record of modesof reponse to peculiar
sodal and cultural conditions’ (for detail, see Berger. 1977). Bernard Lewis (1975:43
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shaes this conviction-and he bends it to our own research problem by indicating that “the
earliest express ons of the collective memory of a community are usually literary” (see also
Lipse, 1985). However, the warrant Jor us ng this one particular piece of literature. “Masada.”
as acultural document doesnat rest sd ely on itsauthor’s “trai ned sensibilities”: it rests alsoon
thequality and purpose of the poemitself. In thisregard, we must recognizethat “Masada’ is
morethanaliterary artifact, it isinitself aninterpretive exercisein call ective memory. Lamdan,
like Mead. conceived the present in terms of the past. Using the beattl e of Masada asan all egory
of thestruggle of Jewish Palestine, he determines for us which aspects of the past event pos
sessed immediate rel evance, andthe validity of his determinationisevidenced by the tremen-
dous enthus asm with which his poem was received by Pal esti nian Jews/ More thanany other
consideration, it isthis postive reaction to the poem that justifies our belief that “Masada”
refl ected its readers’ feelingsand concerns, and which jugtifiesour use of the poem as a soci o-
logical datum.

MASADA AS AN ALLEGORY OF JEWISH PALESTINE

Jewi sh settlement i n post-World-War-1 Pal esine was legall y establi shed by the Balfour Decl a-
rationand itspromi s of anational “homeland”; however, themos important sti mul us to settle-
ment, asi de from the vid ent i ntensifi cati on of anti-Semitism throughout Eastern Europe, was
the immi grati on redtrictionsimposed by most Western nations. Between 1885 and 1921, the United
States had absorbed about 85% of the more thantwo million Jews | eavi ng Eastern Europe. But
within aperiod of four years throughtwo setsof immigration quotas, Jewi sh immigration was
cut by 91%—from 119,036 in 1921t0 10,292 in 1925 (seeAppendix). Similar redrictions were
setin place elsewhere in the Wes. with similar effect. Thus by the mid-1920s, Pal esinian Jews
hadtwo choices toremainwhere they were or to return to Eastern Europe.

The development of Lamdan’s poem is itself predicated on this dilemma. For Lamdan, a
return to Eastern Europe would have meant a commitment to one of the three options he had
aready rejected: (1) revengeful viol encethat wouldlead not to a new order but to self-destruc-
tion: (2) rededication to Communism in the hope that its broken promise of equality would
eventual ly be made good, and (3) passive accommodati on to i mpending doom. These a terna-
tivesare set down at the very beginning of the poem and it istheir rejectionthat givesthat poem
itsapocal yptic quality.

Preferring the o d hardshi ps to thenew, many settl ersdid returntotheir nati ve countries but
for those who rejected the-same alternativesthat Lamdan did. there was no choice but to make
agoof it in Palestine. Outside Palesti ne, as one observer explai ned, there were only two places
for the Jew: places where he could not go. and places where he couldnat live. Thesituation is
articulatedin theintroductory segmentsof “Masada’:
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Thisisthe frontier; from here onwards thereareno more frontiers, and behind — to no single exit do

all pathslead.

For all who abandon their lives on the wdl [Masada is| a sign of “no more exit.”
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No more exit. With that metaphor, an i dentification wi th the inhabitantstrapped in the historic
fortress is made plausible. Lacking other choices, the experiment in Palestineis deemed the
final choice, thelast stand whose object isnot the military foe that would plague later genera-
tions but higory itself. As one commentator (B.Y. Michal, |949)putsit, Lamdan is describing a
critical phase of Jewidh history, not the extenson of an old struggle. “Masada” demands a
resol ution. “It is notareturnto or a conti nuati on of this sruggl e but rather afinal chapter.” Like
the battle fought by the old zealots the new struggle involves the same opponent, fate, and
admitsof but two outcomes

| westold
Thefina banner of rebellion hasbeen
unfurled there....

Against the hogil e Fate of generations
an antagonisti ¢ breast
i'sbared with aroar:

“Enough! Youor I’ Herewill the
battle decide thefinal judgment!”

The angui sh of hatred shrinksus into one
clenchedfistthat isbrought down in
alitsfury on the skull of our Fate-Let either

thefistor the accursed
skull be dashed to pieces’

Suchare the stakes of thefina turning point. For Lamdan (1930), the outcomeisuncertain at
beg, and in expressing this uncertainty he discloses akey premise of his culture. Ail is made
explicitin aseparate commentary:

This revolt againg the Jewi shfate—without any deliberation or preconception of who wouldbe
thewinner—1 see as the essence of Zionism... a duel between two forces our fate, the eternal
torturer; andwe, the eternal victims. It is no longer possible that these two would share the crown
of eternity (p. 13).4

Lamdan makes use of a primordia symboalic oppostion, day and night, to lay bare the senti-
ments occasioned by this contest. Day is associ ated with reflection, loneliness, and pess mism;
night, with emational fervor, soli darity, and opti mism. Itisat night when, inthe glow of Masada’s
bonfires, collective effervescence takeshold andinducesan orgiasti c dance of hope. At night
thelast stand carri es the promi se of success

Thefire of our feet i gnitesstones, burnsthem. Wherethere are
rocks, may they bedivertedand ground ...

Youarelow. 0 heavens, for our heads. Come down. lieflat like
carpets here at our feet!

Surely we have grown big andtall! When the dance i ssparked off—
with our headsdo we smite the firmament as withadrum!

Smiting, smiting our headsagai nst the skies—thunder i semitted!
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Thus the dance of Masadais heard inthe ears of the world!

A chant for the dance of the solution; “Let the‘no’ to Fate
dare!”

Bolgerthe leg. strengthen the
knee. round androundincreas ngly!
Ascend, chainof the dance! Never again shall Masadafall!

It was probably passages|ike this one that induced some commentators (viz., Ovadiahu, 1949;
Meir, 1954-1955) to regard Lamdan’ spoem as asymbol of the hal uzim—themost committed
and confident of the early settlers® But if that iss0, thenthehal uizimmust have read the work
selectively, for in thevery next canto, titled “Sober Awakening,” the mood abruptly changes.
Nighttime. the reader is told. i s the real m of dreams and fantasy; daytime, of realism and cold
appraisal. In darkness, fate can be denied; in thelight of day. it remains inexorable. Here we
come upon the poem’s dominart tone, atonethat conforms to the historical reality for which
Masada stands

total defeat. Here Lamdan offers the pai nfully real prospect that the centuries of wanderingare
not over, that fortress Masada provides no better protection for Jews in the twenti eth century
than itdid inthefirst, that thefall of Masadawill repeat itself:

It isthe lagt watch for the night of wanderingsin the world. Soon the invishbie
scissor bladeswill yawn open, and then cl ose withamocking creak onthe chain of our

dance...

155

Ah. kings for amoment. | already seethe hand lying in wait toremove the crowns of

night from our heads.

| already hear from our depthsthe howl s of the end, aready do rudderl ess boatswait in

al the sess-

Everyone weeps, everyone. Woethat | weep about everything, and about you all —

Listen. Masada weeps too. Do you hear?

Surely Masada weeps too. and how should she not? All of us with thirgy arms. are
sugpended about her neck. and seek motherly pity, protectionand deliverance— and she

knows that she can give nothing, that she can deliver no more!

She cannot deliver that consumed by the curse of generations she cannot deliver
tha which Fate hascommanded notto deliver.

And sowe move from ecstati c optimi am to utter despair, a sequence that | ed Shiomo Zemach
(1927) to complai nthat “the poet goesincircl esand therefore doesnot make progress” Forthis
poet, “the past andthe present donot merge together” to compose avital whole; ingead, “they
gnaw at each other until they are both left lifeless” But Zemach conceived poetry to be an
ingpirational tod: Lamdan. evidently, conceivedit to beamirror.

Not only the praspect of failure but al 0 itsreasonscan be arti cul ated by the historical case. In
thefirst century, the occupantsof Masada comprised asmall society of which most Jews were
ignorant or indifferent. The twenti eth<entury Masada is likewise islated. In overwhel ming
numbers, European Jews have ignored Zionism; they have sailed to America, not Pal eine.
Only ahandful of people popul ate the new Masada, and their struggleisof no concerntothose
in whose nameit is carried out:
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No one has cast the burden of hisFate onthe scal esof battle that are suspended

onthe necksof afew despairing people.

No onewouldknow if wewereto fall here. as noonewouldknow if wewere

to triumph...

—Thereis no oneto substitute for the weary and sumbling amongg us; when one
fails, thereis nonelo take his place:

It isbecausethey haveforgotten usdown below, it is because the people have
scatteredto their tents, and forgotten their fighters.

To the weakness of social bond between settlers and Jews situated elsewhere there was an
internal parallel: alack of commitment among Pal estinian Jews to one anather and to their new
homeland. The problem is perhaps expressed most cogertly in the essays of Ahad Ha-Am
(1946). one of the early twentieth centurysmost i nfluential Jewi sh observers. He commented
often ontheimpractical ity of many Zionist plans for thesettlement of Pal esine, These plans, he
said, were essentialy political; they ignored the cultural and motivational prerequisites for
implementati on. AccordingtoAhad Ha-Am, aweaknessof nati onal consciousness, occas oned
by the experience of the Diasporaand the attracti on of European culture, was adistinctivetrait
of European Jews, includi ng those who mi grated to Pal esti ne. Lacking an ideol ogical commit-
ment to Zionism, many new arrivals woul d grow degpondent and wi thdraw from the homeland
at thefirg signof hardship.

Ahad Ha-Am was right. From the very beginning of the settlement period, retention of popula-
tion proved tobe amajor problem.” Not only was it difficult for Zionists to convince Jews to
moveto Pal esine; avery large percentage of thosewho did make the move eventually gave up
and returned to their homesin Russa Pdand, and other Eastern European countries. In the
period 1922-1929, as the Appendix shows, the mean ratio for Pal esine of emigrantsto immi-
grantsis 30, compared to only 5 for the United States. The situation reached crisis proportions
in the recess on years of the late 1920s In 1926, 56 peopleleft Palesine for every 100 who
entered. In 1927, every 100 newcomerswere offset by 187 emigrants In 1928, the emigration-
immi gration ratio was 99.5: one person | eft the country for every personwho arrived.

Lamdan’s poem disdai nfull y refers tothese emigrants as “peddl ers’:

— Daily do 1 look out from the heightsof thewall. and see boatscomingto Masada
beach. Arethey not our brothersin the boats? Arethey nat comingtous?

—They are our brothers they are coming to us But oh woe. they are peddiers

They have heardthat thereis acrisgsinMasada. that thereisabattle, andthey have

come here ascamp followers to sore the gpail of the battie...
All theleft-overs of food that were | ost when we ascended, al | the pi ecesof golden

shields that roll down from the breagsof those that fall on thewal |- are gatheredintheir

hands.
And for money in deceitful scal es they sell everything... butif the battle should
provetoo tough, they would hagento their boats, and sail tolandsof safety...

Thesettlers lack of commitment tothe Zionis cause (of which emigrationis but one symptom)
appears inLamdan’s poem as acentral theme, and for itsexpresson he
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reserves themog grikingimagery. Theimmedi ate cause of Masada’ sfall in72A.D ., the callec-
tivesuicide of its defenders i s repeated y used inthe poem as ametaphor for noncommi tment
and spiritual surrender in modern Pal estine. An interesting twi st:

yesterday’s act of sel f-determinati on is prophetic of today’ sfailure of will:

Did you see? Today, i n the midst of battle, someone cast himself from the top of the wal |
into the abvss ... |00 weary to bear. exhausted.

- Today? Tomorrow and the next day as well will many cast themsel ves from thewal .
For nomore as in ambush- but openly doesdespair g¢alk the camp. and many areits corpses
amongg the corpsesof battle.

Ah, who knows if al of ushere. one by one. will not slipaway to the abyss..

Lamdan’s choice of suicide as ametaphor may have been shaped by the historical facts, butthe
presentrealitiesgave that choice added sali ence. As Lamdan wrote his poem, and as hisaudi-
ence read it. baoth must have known that a high incidence of rea suicide had given dramatic
voice to disillug onment within the community (Alon, 1971:144). Perhaps Lamdan identified
himself with hislog contemporariesas well as with his predecessors when he wrote;

Dumbly domy gteps lead metothewall. dumbly as all stepsinwhichfear of thefutureis
mouldd ...

High. high is thewall of Masada. therefore doesthe ravine that crouchesat its feet go deep

And shouldthis voi ce have cheated me—ihen would | cast myself from the heightsof
thewall intotheravinethat there be norecord of the remnant, and nothing remain!

But the poet makesa second confession. T he inhabi tants of the first Masada, he realizes, dwelled
inaprison, not ahome. Sotoo, the second Masada (Pal esine) proves for him. as it doesfor his
countrymen, an incitement for nogtalgiarather than hope; not ahomeland, but an occasion for
homesi dkness

| remember the nest of the motherland, upholstered withancegral love. Day and night
dropped balm on it. Gay mornings used to greet mewhen | rase. and laughing Springs woul d
extendtheir arms tome.

So what was the bad dream that uprooted me. and dragged me here?

In thispassage, we have anice exercisinselective memory: Lamdan seemsto have forgotten
why he cameto Paleginein thefirg place. His native homeisnolonger described asit wasin
the beginning of the poem: an inferno of anti-Semitiam, a “ravaged home... wallowing in the
ashes of degtruction.” Nothingbetter attests to Lamdan’s pessimi sm than thisnostal gi c recon-
structi on of hispast. for the occasion of anindividual’ snostal gig, as Fred Davis (1979:15) tells
us, isawaysthe bl eakness and wretchedness of hispresent.

Yet, in this pess mism i sanchored Lamdan’s “rock bottom” attitude, hisdeterminationtobe or
not tobe—an outlook that Erik Erikson (1958:103) would likento “Jacob’s struggle with the
angel, awrestlingfor abenediction whichisto lead to[aman’g conviction thatheisandive
person, and. as such. hasalife before him, and arighttoit.”
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Despite everything, degpitethe abandonment of God Himsel f, Lamdanwrestl eswith his
own angel: fate. Heisinspired by alast hope: salvation through sel f-reli ance and abreak
withthe pagt. He takes Masada asan end —an higtori cal dead-end —and seekstoturnit
into a symbol of reassurance for the future. To effect thistrandormation, explains
Ovadiahu (1949), Lamdan makes use of a pun: Masad (“foundation,” in the original
Hebrew), the symbol of anew beginning, replaces Masada, the symbol of an end:

“Finished!” (Finished, finished, and compl eted, though nat “fini shed and completed
with prai seto God, creator of the world.” We have no praise for God. creator of the worl d)—

As from now. anew book of Genesis isopened on thewall.

And as did our fathers on finishing the book of the Law before starting it again. let us
roar withanew and | ag roar of the beginning.

Be strong, be strong, and we shall be strengthened

Thislag phrase—"Be strong, be strong, and we shal | bestrengthened’—i straditionally
called out when onefini shesreading one of thebooksof the Torah. The context of the
guote then, isreligious and Lamdan playsonitsmeaning when he refers to theopening
of anew eraas the beginning of anew book. But thereisa soahint in the poem of the
phrase's origin inthe book of Samuel 11, 10:12. whereit relatesto spiritual strength in
war. The hintis provided by part of Lamdan’s imagery. His use of military metaphors,
hisded gnation of Palegtine's inhabitantsas “fighters” hiscomplimentary referenceto
Ben Yair, | eader of the Jewi sh garrison on Masada—these aretoberegarded as insira-
tional devices that amplify, through personification, the poem’s positi ve sentiments. Yet,
in the light of what precedesit. the poem’s ending seems ahitforced, it seemstoimply
theoppaosite of what it professes: not confidence, but fear. “Be strong, be strong, and we
shdl be strengthened’ is an exhortati on that can only be made toaweak people.

DISCUSSION

Lamdan’s “Masada’ revolvesaround two sentiments: defi ant optimi am, on the one hand.
and an a most morbi d pess mism on the other. Between these two feelings coiled aten-
sion that was never resol ved. Thisportrayal, this shifting back and forth between hope
and despair, strikes us asan expression of an underlying “ mani c-depressive” elementin
Jewi sh-Palestinianlife. In using the express on manic-depressive we are thinking not of
theway apsychoanal yse like Freud, might describe aclinical syndrome but of the way
an anthropad ogist, |ike Benedict, might describe acultural pattern. We are borrowing a
term from psychology to describea socia trait, a pattern of coll ective sentiment that
enduresindependently of alternatingindividual phasesof €l ation and despondency?

This pattern does not endure i ndefinitely, and thereis nothing timelessinitscharacter-
ization. What Lamdan depicts isthe consciousness of a specific people living under
specific socia conditions As these conditions change, his poem’s affective tone and
higorica visionlosetheir representativeness That poem. once aprominent part of the
curriculum, isin fact no longer routinely usedin lsraeli school textbooks® Yet. one
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line of that poem— “Never again shall Masada fall!"—remains popul ar as an expresson of
national will and continuestobe exploited for nati onal demonstrations and observances, with-
out regard for the context from which that line was drawn.

The reception of the poem inthe 1920swas different. Not selected, opti misti ¢ portionsbut the
entire work was read, admired, andreprinted. If the poem’ stoneispartly bleak. then, we may
assumethat bl eakness must have beeninsomeway essertial to itsinitial popularity. However,
we are not entitled to assumethat the peopl e were fully aware of this implication. Amongthose
otherwi s committedto Palegting, it i simprobable that many would have acknowl edged con-
sciously areminder of their apprehens ons. They may well have dwelt on thepoem’ soptimi sic
theme (strength through desperation) and ignored its pessimiam. Yet we know that that pessi-
mi sm touched on something real, something deep. in the society, if we can assumeinconfor-
mity withthe psychoanalytic literature, that di sagreeable sentimentsare more likel y to be evoked
subconscioudy thanin the consciousmind, we begin to understand better the poem’ si mpact.
The podtive affect expressed in “Masada” appeal edtothe cal lective consciousnessbecauseit
supported its hope of what Pal esine coul d become. The negati ve affect of the poem cut to the
“coll ective unconscious’ because it expressed what Palesti ne was.

“Madada’s’ negative tone moved Lamdan's contemporaries because of its affinity with the
conditions of Pal egine duringthe 1920s. Thereality of the hisorical Masada articulated (1) the
settler's sense of beingin asituationof “nochoice’; (2) their redlisationthat the Zioni s cause
was a last stand against fate: (3) their sense of ilation from the main body of the Jewish
people; (4) their despair and the essential ambivalence of their commitment to one another and
to their new homeland: and (5) the very real prospect that the second Masadawould fall inthe
same manner as didthe firg- by self-degruction. Thusthe effect of the poem was not only to
make the Stuation in Palestine more hopeful, or to ba ger the coll ective ego—its effect was
a s tomakethat dtuation meaningful.

“Whenever you get tothe point of introducing what situations existed in the past.” said Mead
(1938:81). “you arestating your present, the present of the community, in terms of the pas.”
Accordingly, by recollectingthe fall of Masada. the Jews expl ained to themsel ves the precari-
ousness of their own situation. The choice of this event over othersmay have been anecessary
one. Perhaps no other event could condense so well the self-conception of a somewhat-tess-
than resal ute and optimi gic peopl e. Aware of their own vul nerabil ity, these peopl e did not see
themselvesasvictorioussurvivorsof past oppress ons, did not regard their experienceas exem-
play. To these people the conceptsof Manifest Destiny and City on aHill would have made no
sense. Not dominance, but survival— that was the settl ers overriding concern. No wonder that
in oneof the bleakes and least d gnificant events of their higory, the settlerssaw part of them-
sel ves.

What practical effectscanbe attributed to such a perception? Mead. of course, madeno disti nc-
tion between practical effects and perception, for perception, in hisview, shapes meaning, and
it is meaning that organi zespracti cal action. But Mead did attribute to the meaning of the past
an “intelligence” that leads to certain kinds of action—action which successfully adapts the
individud tohissocia situation and. inthe process, setsthe directi on for future devel opment.
“ Asactorsegtabli sh the meani ng of the pagt through the congruction of social lifeinthe present.”

Mead's interpreters(Maines. Sugrue. and Katovich. 1983:169) explain, “they establi sh param-
etersfor
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cation. But whenthe futurei suncertain, when the very survival of soci ety i sdoubted or, at best, problem-
atic, adifferent kind of pastisappropriated, one that matchesand arti cul ates the insecurity as wel | as the
hopesof the present, one that provi des revelation as well asinspiration. If thisis so, thenwe may trace
thecontent of collective memory to acongruence principle rather than a pragmatist version of the plea
sureprinciple.
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NOTES

1. The Jews' inattention to Josephus schronicl e was probably deliberate, for Josephus
was himsel f arenegade Jew who had sided with the Roman occupiers.

2. Literary commentary on the poem was drawn from asurvey of al indexed newspa-
persand journal spublishedin Palegine from 1927 (the year the poem appeared) through
1932 (by whichtimethe Masada cult had taken root) to the present. Thislistincludes
Haac hdui. Mihel fnim. Niv-Hakvutsa, Hatkufa. Momaim, Kunires Hapoel Halzair.
Yavne. along with two English-language periodicals Hebrew Union College Annual
and Jewish Quarterly Review. One nonindexed publi cation. Davar. was al S0 ingpected.
As it turns oui. most of the commentary was found in two sources: Hapoel ffatzairand
Moznaim For information on Lamdan’ sown social and political views, we drew some
material sfrom his own literary journal. GHionai, as well as from anumber of second-
ary sources.

3. It isupon these same grounds that Wendy Griswold (1983:673) bases her use of
Jacabean City Comedy for ind ghts into earl y-seventeenth-century English society.
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4. The man who first articulated this premise, according to Lamdan (1945). was the early-twentiel h-
cenlurv Zionig ided ogue Joseph Brenner. “The principle ‘Here we stand and from here we will not
move istotally missng in thehistory of our people, charged Brenner. - -. And if we witness that this
principleis not misdng today, it islargel y because of Brenner’srolein our inner revol ution.”

5. Whereas the first two waves of Jewish immigration to Pal esine took place under Turkish rule. the
third wave. which contai ned thehal uizim arrived under the British Mandate. Like many of their imme-
diae predecessors, the hal uizim(pi oneers) wereideali gic socialigs but they w'ere uniqueinthat most
arrived in Palegine not as individuals- or even families but as communities that had been specially
prepared for rura lifeinthe Midd e East. Although L.amdan himsel f did not arrive asa member of the
hutnizim he greatly admired them and saw i n their achievement and their nati onalism amodel tor other
immigrant groups-

6. Palestin€’sinahility to attract suffici ent numbersof immi grantsforms part of the backdrop for Lamdan's
violent attacks againg “wesierni/ed intellectual s... whose origins lie somewhere beyondthe sail of Zi-
onism” and whose “voi ce comesfrom the depth of assimilation” (1929; seeal s 1930. 1931). Lamdan
a 90 criticized the many Jews who remained faithful 10 the communi g cause, degite the renewal of
government-sponsored anti-Semitic violence after the Rusdan Revolution (see the fifth canto. “The
Last Redeemer.” in“Masada.” Lamdan. 1927:203-204). Lamdan’s tendency 10 €l evate hisstrong ideo-
logica convictions above formal, aesthetic concernsisnoted by a succession of literary critics (see. for
example. Barzorski, 1947-1948;

Rabinov. 1960).

7. Thisevent (the body migrating while the identity remains behind) has been subsumed by David
Maines (1978) under abroader conception of the social psychology of migration.

8. For a discusson of the conditions under which coll ective patterns emerge from the assemblage of
individual consciousesses, see Durkheim (1974).

9. Changing ocial conditionsis not the only factor operating. “Masada” woul d probably continuetofall
from view as the sheer passage of time forcesit to compete with other worksof art for public attention.
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