דברים פרק לב 
(ז) זְכֹר יְמוֹת עוֹלָם בִּינוּ שְׁנוֹת דּוֹר וָדוֹר שְׁאַל אָבִיךָ וְיַגֵּדְךָ זְקֵנֶיךָ וְיֹאמְרוּ לָךְ:

דברים פרק ח 
(יא) הִשָּׁמֶר לְךָ פֶּן תִּשְׁכַּח אֶת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ לְבִלְתִּי שְׁמֹר מִצְוֹתָיו וּמִשְׁפָּטָיו וְחֻקֹּתָיו אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי מְצַוְּךָ הַיּוֹם: ...
(יד) וְרָם לְבָבֶךָ וְשָׁכַחְתָּ אֶת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ הַמּוֹצִיאֲךָ מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם מִבֵּית עֲבָדִים: ...
(יט) וְהָיָה אִם שָׁכֹחַ תִּשְׁכַּח אֶת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ וְהָלַכְתָּ אַחֲרֵי אֱלֹהִים אֲחֵרִים וַעֲבַדְתָּם וְהִשְׁתַּחֲוִיתָ לָהֶם הַעִדֹתִי בָכֶם הַיּוֹם כִּי אָבֹד תֹּאבֵדוּן:
	[image: image1.png]This astonishing assumption, that an entire people cannot only
be admonished to remember but held absolutely responsible for
forgetting, is made as though it were self-evident. Yet surely,
collective forgetting is at least as problematic a notion as collec-
tive memory. If we take it in a psychological sense it becomes
virtually meaningless. Strictly speaking, peoples, groups, can only




[image: image2.png]forget the present, not the past. That is to say, the individuals who
comprise the group can forget events that occurred within their
own lifetime; they are incapable of forgetting the past that pre-
ceded them, in the sense that the individual human being forgets
earlier stages in his own life history. When we say that a people
“remembers’’ we are really saying that a past has been actively
transmitted to the present generation and that this past has been
accepted as meaningful. Conversely, a people ‘‘forgets” when the
generation that now possesses the past does not convey it to the
next, or when the latter rejects what it receives and does not pass
it onward, which is to say the same thing. The break in transmis-
sion can occur abruptly or by a process of erosion. But the princi- .
ple remains. A people can never ‘‘forget” what it has never re-
ceived in the first place.
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An anti-historical attitude of a very different kind is expressed
by those who have experienced modern Jewish existence as some-
thing so totally new that it demands the past be either forgotten
or demolished. The deep ambivalence of modern Jews to the past
is perhaps best discerned in raodern Hebrew literature, which,
even more than Yiddish or Anglo-Jewish letters, reflects the widest
spectrum of modern Jewish sensibility. Here we find, on the one
hand, the fiercest antagonism to the Jewish past, not as a personal
idiosyncracy, but a major theme that runs from the Haskalah to
the present. One of the purest instances will suffice. In the ex-
plosive short story by the Hebrew writer Haim Hazaz entitled
Ha-Derashah®—"The Sermon”—a meeting of a kibbutz is held
at which Yudka, who never speaks on such occasions, startles
everyone by rising to unburden himself of thoughts he can no
longer contain. Haltingly, at first, he declares what has been gnaw-
ing at him: '

“T want to state,” Yudka spoke with an effort in low, tense tones,
“that I am opposed to Jewish history.”

And then, when his stammering gives way to an articulate fury:

“I would simply forbid teaching our children Jewish history. Why
the devil teach them about our ancestors’ shame? I would just say to
them: Boys, from the day we were exiled from our land we've been a
people without a history. Class dismissed. Go out and play football.”

And yet, concurrently, modern Hebrew writers have been
gripped often by an aching nostalgia for a vanished Jewish past.
Both impulses are present, repulsion and attraction, rejection and a
sense of loss, iconoclasm and grief. It is not simple. Anti-historical
attitudes alone cannot explain the lack of resonance that modern
Jewish historiography has encountered. Many Jews today are in
search of a past, but they patently do not want the past that is
offered by the historian. The extraordinary current interest in
Hassidism totally ignores both its theoretical bases and the often
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sordid history of the movement. The Holocaust has already en-
gendered more historical research than any single event in Jewish
history, but I have no doubt whatever that its image is being
shaped, not at the historian’s anvil, but in the novelist’s crucible.
Much has changed since the sixteenth century; one thing, curi-
ously, remains. Now, as then, it would appear that even where
Jews do not reject history out of hand, they are not prepared to
confront it directly, but seem to await a new, metahistorical myth,
for which the novel provides at least a temporary modern surro-
gate.

I have no obvious solution to offer for the various issues I have
raised, nor do I regard them as external to myself. I am far from
immune to the seductions of myth, and I fancy myself more aware
than most of its place in the healthy life of a people. I freely admit
that there are times when I myself question the value of studying
the past, disturbing thoughts that come usually “when sleep wan-
ders,” and occasionally during the day. They have not altered my
vocation, and I trust the admission will not dismay my students. I
shall not conclude with a philosophical defense of history that will
add little to the many already available. The following are only
some very partial observations, bottles cast upon the waters for
whatever destination they may find.

Modern Jewish historiography cannot address itself to those
Jews who have never “fallen.” The potential dialogue of the his-
torian is with those who, consciously or unwittingly, have tasted
of forbidden fruit and can never be the same. I think these are the
majority. True, Franz Rosenzweig reclaimed his birthright without
the aid of history, through a far more decisive experience in an
orthodox synagogue in Berlin on the Day of Atonement. Franz
Kafka, fallen modern Jew that he was, “with a fierce longing for
forebears” that neither his own father nor the synagogue could
assuage, read Graetz “eagerly and happily,” yet another search
that, like so much else in his life, never attained its goal.* Intet-
estingly, it was Rosenzweig himself who declared: “There is no
one today who is not alienated.”?
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Here it is different. When I spoke earlier of the coincidence of
the rise of modern Jewish historiography and the decay of Jewish
memory, I had in mind a specific kind of memory of the past, that
of Jewish tradition. But hardly any Jew today is without some
Jewish past. Total amnesiz is still relatively rare. The choice for
Jews as for non-Jews is not whether or not to have a past, but
rather—what kind of past shall one have.

Yudka, who opposes Jewish history, has a past, only with an
intermission of almost two millennia. It grinds to a halt with the
fall of Masada in the second century and resumes again with the
return to Zion in the late nineteenth. What happened in between
is for him a nightmare best forgotten. The suburban Jewish past
of the characters in the fiction of Philip Roth is also a Jewish past,
only as meager as the span of a generation or two and infinitely
more distasteful, because so much more trivial, than Yudka’s. One
could assemble an entire anthology of Jewish pasts in the modern
world, some sublime, others pathetic and crippling. These are
themselves realities. Consciously or not, they impinge on the lives
of those who bear them, and ultimately on the Jewish people as
a whole.

Whether in this welter of floating pasts the voice of the his-
torian is heard depends on many factors, but the question itself is
not without consequence. For all of one’s justified mistrust of his-
torical parallelism, it is hard to escape the feeling that the Jewish
people after the Holocaust stands today at a juncture not without
analogy to that of the generations following the cataclysm of the
Spanish Expulsion. They, as we saw, ultimately chose myth over
history, for reasons that it would be futile to question retroactively
since its consequences cannot be undone. Today Jewry lives a
bifurcated life. As a result of emancipation in the diaspora and
national sovereignty in Israel Jews have fully re-entered the main-
stream of history, and yet their perception of how they got there
and where they are is most often more mythical than real. Myth
and memory condition action, There are myths that are life-sus-
taining and deserve to be reinterpreted for our age. There are some
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that lead astray and must be redefined. Others are dangerous and
must be exposed.

The burden of building a bridge to his people remains with the
historian. I do not know for certain that this will be possible. I am
convinced only that first the historian must truly desire it and then
try to act accordingly. I shall not attempt 2 catalogue of remedies;
I do not know them all myself. What historians choose to study
and write about is obviously part of the problem. The notion that
everything in the past is worth knowing “for its own sake” is a
mythology of modern historians, as is the lingering suspicion that
a conscious responsibility toward the living concerns of the group
must result in history that is somehow less scholarly or “scientific.”
Both stances lead, not to science, but to antiquarianism. How his-
torians write is also germane. What I have in mind need not
involve us in the now tiresome debate as to whether history is an
“art” or a “science,” which merely perpetuates the fallacy that the
content of an historical work can be separated from the form in
which the historian presents it. The divorce of history from litera-
ture has been as calamitous for Jewish as for general historical
writing, not only because it widens the breach between the his-
torian and the layman, but because it affects the very image of the
past that results. Those who are alienated from the past cannot be
drawn to it by explanation alone; they require evocation as well.

Above all, the historian must fully confront a contemporary
Jewish reality if he is to be heard at all. Yudka, for example, is
very much part of that reality, and his demands are pressing. I
understand Yudka very well, for in a sense he is transparent. His
repugnance for Jewish history in exile derives, in part, from a con-
ception of it as nothing but the history of how Jews died and the
books they wrote. It is a view that was, in the main, fostered by
Wissenschaft historians themselves. Jewish historiography has
long outgrown it.* But the historian who thinks that all Yudka
requires is a knowledge, easily assembled, that there was a rich
and abundant Jewish life in the Middle Ages, or proof that Jews
were far from passive in the face of history, is mistaken. For the
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same stuttering Yudka who is opposed to history also has keen, if
unsophisticated, historical instincts. For example, he at least knows
viscerally that Zionism was a revolt against Jewish messianism,
and that the national awakening and the return to the land are, in
the words that Hazaz gives him, “no continuity but a break, the
opposite of what was before, a new beginning.”

To address Yudka meaningfully, and all the many modern Jews
who have experienced the other radical “breaks” that modern
Jewish existence has entailed, some reorientation is required. The
task can no longer be limited to finding continuities in Jewish his-
tory, not even “dialectical” ones. Perhaps the time has come to look
more closely at ruptures, breaches, breaks, to identify them more
precisely, to see how Jews endured them, to understand that not
everything of value that existed before a break was either salvaged
or metamorphosed, but was lost, and that often some of what fell
by the wayside can become, through our retrieval, meaningful to
us. To do so, however, the modern Jewish historian must first
understand the degree to which he himself is a2 product of rupture.
Once aware of this, he is not only bound to accept it; he is liberated
to use it. This entire series of lectures has been, on one of its levels,
a rejection of the pedigrees that some Jewish historians have tried
to assign to themselves, a recognition of the chasm that separates
modern Jewish historiography from all the ways in which Jews
once concerned themselves with their past.

Throughout these lectures, and especially in this final one, I
have spoken unabashedly in inner Jewish terms. I trust, neverthe-
less, that in the end you will not regard the main issues raised as
intramural. There are hatdly any, I think, that cannot be translated
and generalized, though that has not been my present aim. I will
close in the same way, still with a few Jewish adjectives, though
more lightly attached. You can easily remove them.

I'have emphasized that modern Jewish historiography can never
substitute for Jewish memory. But I am equally convinced that a
historiography that does not aspire to be memorable is in peril of
becoming a rampant growth. As the flood of monographs and
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books crosses my desk each year, 1 often wonder why a scholar
chose this particular topic when, with the same linguistic and
methodological equipment, he could have chosen another. Each
cime I hear that a young and promising scholar has “not pub-
lished enough,” something within me protests. The enterprise
has become self-generating, the quest—Faustian.

Jorge Luis Borges tells a story, Funes el memorioso (“Funes the
Memorious” ), which haunts me largely because, though Borges
did not intend it so (he called it a “metaphor of insomnia”), it
looms as a possibly demonic parable for a potential dénouement
to modern historiography as a whole.?? It is a tale about an Uru-
guayan, Ireneo Funes, who, as the result of a fall from a horse at
the age of nineteen, found that henceforth he could forget nothing,
absolutely nothing. He tells Borges: “I have more memories in
myself alone than all men have had since the world was a world.”
But I give you Borges’ own words:

We, in a glance, perceive three wine glasses on the table; Funes
saw all the shoots, clusters, and grapes of the vine. He remembered the
shapes of the clouds in the south at dawn on the 30th of April of 1882,
and he could compare them in his recollection with the marbled grain
in the design of a leather-bound book he had seen only once, and with
the lines of the spray which an oar raised in the Rio Negro on the eve
of the battle of the Quebracho. . ..

In effect, Funes remembered not only every leaf on every tree of
every wood, but every one of the times he had perceived or imagined
it. He determined to reduce all of his experiences to some Seventy
thousand recollections, which he would later define numerically. Two
considerations dissuaded him: the thought that the task was inter-
minable and the thought that it was useless. He knew that at the hour
of his death he would scarcely have finished classifying even all the
memories of his childhood. . .

The shadow of Funes the Memorious hovers over us all. Today,
increasingly, historiography itself becomes the object of historical
inquiry. Perversely, I have contributed to it here. Conceivably
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someday there could be a history of the history of historiography,
and then a history of that, and so on in a continuing spiral. It is
enough to tease us out of thought.

I pursue my work amid such ruminations. I do not know if the
vast undertaking that is modern historical scholarship will prove
an enduring one, either for Jews or for others. Solomon’s ring,
commissioned to make him happy when he was sad and sad when
happy, was inscribed by the jeweller with the words, “This too
shall pass.” There may well come a time when a new consciousness
will prevail that will wonder why so many of us were immersed
in history, or it may not bother with us at all. Perhaps, in the end,
it is such a thought that helps to keep me at my task. The very
ability to conceive a time when men and women think differently
than we, be it in the future or in the past, is the fruit of that his-
torical consciousness which is ours in the present. We cannot avoid
it without an inner violence and betrayal, even if we know that
what we do may be only provisional. But that is all right. In the
terrifying time in which we live and create, eternity is not our
immediate concern.




