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Abstract This essay examines the study of Jewish history in lsrael at the juncture of two
currents: the ongoing expansion of an international community olJewish studies scholars and
the waning interest in the field in Israel itself. Mindful of the latter trend, it is easy to adopt
a declensionist nurrative, according to which the "Jerusalem School," with its monolithic and
Palestinocentric view of the past, has run its course. And yet., that framing occludes a number
of novel tendencies in Israel, arising in the prcsent ,'post-posrZionist" 

nroment, that expand
the contours of Jcwish historicirl scholarship in productive ways. They include: the well-known
and controversial work of the "New Historians;" the work of a succeeding generation of schol-
ars who have brought new intellectual enness
the work of Israeli scholars who have i re of re
examinltion of the history of Jewish hi ork of I
eschcwed the once-t'egnant view of an "immaneni causality" in Jewish history. ln conclusion,
the article suggests that kernels of these trcnds were present in the founding generation of
scholars at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, though the cun'ent generation of scholars is
boLh more critical toward the Zionist nationalist. narative and more global in its orientation.

Fifteen years ago, I had occasion to pose the question: .,was there a
'Jerusalem School"'? The question was rneant to clarify whether there was
a unified and coherent historiographical perspective that emerged out of the
founding generation of scholars of the Institute of Jewish Studies of the He-
brew University in Jerusalem. The answer offered then was a qualified one,
suggesting that the founders' "belief in the continuity and immanence of Jew-
ish history stands somewhat at odds with their professional charge to contex-
tualize the past."l

This qualified response was less an attempt at evasion than at precision;
the tension between.their a priori commitment to the continuity and imma-
nence of Jewish history, on one hand, and their fealty to the norms of the his_
torical discipli,ne, on the other, was constitutive n of
scholars. Moreover, the presence of these two the
polysemy of the term "Jerusalem School." As has
come to assume a variety of different connotations over the decades, serv_
ing as a Rorschach test for those in the field of Jewish studies.2 For some, the
term conjures up a research enterprise characterized by textual mastery borne
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of a native familiarity with Hebrew language solrrces. For others, it symbol-

izes the flip side of sr:ch mastery-namely, a kind of philological pedantry

that fails to catch the forest amidst the trees. For some, it represents an iron-

clad teleology that reduces Jewish history to life in-or the quest to return

to-the ancestral Jewish horneland. For others, this "Palestitiocentric" focus

has served as a necessary corrective to previous generations' neglect of the

Land of Israel as the central axis of Jewish history. ';r
The diverse understandings of the term reflect more than the biases and

idiosyncrasies of individual observers. They reflect de-eply entrenched and

cotTpetiltg sensibilities that have accom'panied the dlrterprise of .Tewish his-

torical scholarship in the State of Israel (and in the Yishuv for a quarter cen-

tury before). Now sixty years after the creation of the State, it seems an op-

portune ntoment to assess the state of the field-and, concomitantly, to revisit

ihe qLrestion of whether there is a Jerusalem School today.3 To be sttre, com-

memorative momepts are, to a great extent, artifices, llo more likely to mark

temrinal points, ruptures, or lnomelltous events than other dates. And yet,

they can and often do encourage iritrospection a1d reflection. As such, the

sixtieth anniversary of the State of lsrael was a catalyst not merely to cele-

brate the achievements of Jewish historical scholarship, but to acknowledge

weiknesses, tensions, as well as new directions.

MindfLrl of the mLrltiple vectors at work in the case before us, I propose

to offer in the following essay two altemative readings of the state of Jewish

historical research in Israel (rnainly devoted to the nlodern period). These

Israel a vision of Jewish history revolving aroLlnd the axis of Zion and rooted

in the ideological and institLrtional fotrndation of the Zionist movement. The

second tl'aces a series of recest developtnents in the study of Zionism, Yishuv,

and the State of Israelthat resist the linearquality of that earlier vision' The

clash of the two, which harks back to the defining tension mentioned at the

oLltset, also has an importailt generatiotral- dimension. lncreasingly, Israeli

scholars have joined a broad and growirrg international community of Jewish

studies researchers, a trend that stands in striking contrast to the declining

appeal of Jewish studies within a troubled lsraeli urniversity system.

I

It is unquestionable that the past sixty years have brought with them con-

siderable achievement in the academic discipline of Jewish history in Israel'
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When Judah L. Magnes opened the first World Congress of Jewish Studies in
Jerusalem in July 1941 , the field of Jewish studies was, much like the Jewish

world at large, reeling frorn the devastation of the Shoah. Magnes declared in
his opening address:

Our first obligation is to rise in honor of the memory of the cen-

ters of leaming that were destroyed and the scholars whc were

consumed in the terrible Shoah that descended upon us in the past

years. Who can count the losses? Who can recall the names of all
of the victims? Who can assess the scholarly and religious forces
that were destroyed?a

At that time, there was buf one university in the Yishuv, the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem, to underiake what the chief Congress organizer,
Ben-Zion Dinaburg (Dinur), called "the sacred obligation" to revive Jewish

studies.-5

Since that time, four more universities-and now dozens of colleges-
have arisen in the State of Israel to join in the work of studying the history,
thought, literature, and culture of the Jews. Scores of faculty members teach

hundreds of students in the various fields of Jewish studies, supported by a
huge outpr.rt of scholarly publications. Td a great extent, another major goal

that Dinur articulated at the first Wof'ld Congress-to create a world center
of Jewish scholarship in Zion-has heen achieved.

Of course, the story of this aspiration is longer than sixty years. Several

decades earlier, in late 7924, the Institute of Jewish Studies of the soon-to-
be opened Hebrew University was inaugurated with the goal of becot'ning

the major center of research of its kind in the world. At the opening, Judah

Magnes readily observed the sanctity of the occasion, declaring the new Insti-
tute to be "a holy place, a sanctuary in which to learn and teach, without fear
or hatred, all that Judaism has made and created from the time of the Bible
until our days." This sacralized sentiment was almost always accompanied

by another sentiment, which Magnes articulated clearly in a memorandum
from 1926:

Since the highest aim of the Institute must be scientific investi-
gation, this mean,s that we dq. not want our Institute to be like a

provincial faculty or to make it a factory for exams and doctoral
degrees. Our desire is that the Institute stand on a scientffic plateau

that is permeated throughout wilh science, and whose goal is the

development and revival of Jewish science. . .

The sense of sacred responsibility to create a major center of scholarship

was imparted to the first members of the Institute, including the two his-

torians, Ytzhak Baer and the aforementioned Ben-Zion Dinaburg (Dinur).



392 DAVID N MvERS

Dissi rnilar in origin, temperament, and outlook, the Gennan Baer and the
Eastern Europetrn DinLrr joiued forces in Jenrsalem to lay a new foundation
for the study of Jewish history. One of the first flLrits of the ir collaboration
was the journal, Zion, whiclt first appeared in 193-5 r-rnder their joint editor-
ial control. In their opening programmatic manifesto, Megamutetza, Baer and
DinabLrrg articulated a gLriding principle that has been a cornefstone ol Je wish
liistorical scholarship in Israel ever since: "Jewish history is the history of the
Jewish nation."6 Taking ai m at the "theological-literary character" (tsit,.,,s1rq

I t u-t e' o lo g i - s ifr u t i) of earl ier Jew i s h h i.sto riograph$ particu l arly n ineteen th-
century Wis.senschafi cles Jurletttunr.s irr Gennany, Baer arrd Dirraburg sought
to normalize tlre Jewish histodographical condition by nationalizing it-that
is, by placing the Jewish nation as the prime agent and object of research. At
the same time, their own excavation of the "immarrent forces'l gLriding Jewish
history gave a quasi-theological and decidedly exceptionalist qLrality to this
"nation."

It strikes rne that this exceptionalist, even qr-rasi-theological, character has

retlained part of Jewish historiography in Israel. It lives on in the separa-
tion of depafiments of Jewish history from those operating under the cr-rrious
narne of "general history." I remember encountering this separation when I
corrnterrced graduate studies in Jewish history-or more accurately, in the
Depaftment of the History of the People and Land of Israel (TtLclot -unt 

ve-

erct:; l'i.tru'e|-zrt Tel Aviv University twenty-five years ago. Crossiug the
border to general history was neither collmon nor encollraged. My sense
then was that Jewish history was Io be primarily r-rnde rstood, jr-rst as Baer and
Dinur had advocated in 193-5, as tl-re history of the Jewish natiolr, whose nat-
ural home and site of fr-rlfillment was the Land of Israel. I also had the strong
seuse that Jewrsh history in this decicledly Zionist franring held a privileged
place irr the Israeli academy, where universities served to advance tire uational
mission trnd train the future leaders (political, intellectual, and rnilitary) of the
state. Even in a period of intense national 6s11tsptlql1-I began stLrdying at Tel
Aviv University at the outset of the exceptionalll, di,,,isive Lebanon War of
1982-the centrality of the Zionist strand in the fabric of Jewish history wirs
prorrounced. It was not only that a key organizing principle fbr the study o1'

Jewish history was the history of the Jews of Erets Yisrael, or the nrovement
of Je ws to it over the ages-consistent with the "Palestinoceutric" cltarge ad-
varrced by Dinur as far back as his I 9 I 9 antholo gy, Toldot Yisra' e [. It was that
a large nr-rmber of those engaged in researching modern Jewish history rvere
scholars, in one way or another, of Zionism. This was certainly the case at

Tel Aviv Universiiy, rvlrere one couid study Zionisrn with an impressive con-
tingent ol departrnental facr,rlty: Moshe N4ishkinski, MatitiyahLr lvlintz, Lloyd
Gartner, Yosef Gorny, Robert Rockwell. Ya'akov Shavit, and Anita Shapira,
alxong others. To be sr"rre, this Zionist orientation in the study of Jervish his-
tory was hardly unique to Tel Aviv in the 1980s. It \4/as no less present at the
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Hebrew University in Jerusalem, to which, of course, the moniker "Jerusalem

School" was initially and most consistently attached. Indeed, in the wake

of Dinur, the Hebrew University cultivated its own strong emphasis on the

study of Zionism and the Land of Israel, perhaps most obviously in the work

of Shmuel Ettinger, but also in several generations of scholars in the De-

partment of Jewish History and Institute of Contemporary Jewry including
Moshe Davis, Yisrael Kolatt, Shmuel Almog, Evyatar Friesel, Gideon Shi-

moni, Ezra Mendelsohn, Hagit Lavsky, and Yisrael Bartal'
The initial ideological commitment to recast Jewish history as the history

of the Jewish nation, together with the preponderance of scholars studying

Zionism and the Land of Israel, has lent an unmistakable character to Jewish

historiography in Israel. Consistent with the ambitions of the first editors of
Zion,this concentrated focub on.the agency of the Jewish nation and the locus

of Zion has, to a great extent, reordered the priorities of previous European-
based Jewish research, both that of 19th-century Wssenschaft des Judentums

and of early 2Oth-century Eastern Europe (and especially Yiddish) scholar-
ship, Moreover, the emerggnce of an unprecedented density of scholars and
a strong institutional foundation has allowed for the dissemination of histor-
ical thinking and values in the broader society, and especialiy in primary and

seconciary schools, in line with the Zionist-Israeli project.T
This is not to deny the evident heterogeneity in the methods and interests

of the second- and third-generation qcholars (or even their first generation
forebears), many of whom have written about subjects other than Zionism
or the Land of Israel in their work. It is to take stock of the common thread
in their research, as well as the distinctiveness of the institutional setting in
which they operate. Never before had Jewish historical scholarship found
as stable and hospitable a home for research, instruction, and the training
of teachers as in Jerusalem-and later, in Israel. In earlier settings, scholars
of Jewish studies found employment only in rabbinical seminaries or pre-
cariously funded research centers. In Israel, scholars of Jewish history have
realized the dreams of their precursors by making their professional homes
in state-sponsored universities and colleges, in which they craft a national
narrative of the past and train generations of teachers.

Herein lies an irony. Zionism sought to embed its own sense of unique
virtue in the very institutions called upon to normalize the Jewish condition.
This was not unlike other nationalist movements which have similarly oscil-
lated between exceptio'nalist and ndrmalizing tendencies. And yet, Zionism,
famously described by Trevor-Roper as "the last, least typical" among them,8
has had an nnusual and ongoing foil, the Diaspora, against which to hone its
exceptionalist blaae. This exceptionalism, it strikes me (both as an erstwhile
student and as an interested contemporary observer), still can and does shape
institutional priorities. Even in an age of diminishing resources and com-
peting priorities, the study of modern Jewish history in Israeli universities
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continues to place a good deal more emphasis on Zionism, tlre Yishuv, and

the State of Israel than on any other strbject. By contrast, it is quite instruc-

tive to note that Gennan-Jewish history, which is in a sense the ideological

autithesis of the Zionist ernphasis (and a piltar of scholarly strength in the

Diaspora), has often found its strortgest representation in Israe ['hot in Jewish

history departmerrts, bLrt in "generul lristory" (for exarnple, Steve Aschheim,

Dan Diner, Frank Stern, Shr,rlaniit volkovo Yfaat weiss, arrd Moshe zirnmer-

mann),
What we thus notice, frotrl a longtte clurde perspective on the Israeli acad-

erny, is a process of localizing Jewish history by linking it inextricably to

the Laud of lsrael. This current has been fortified in recettt decades by a

firrlher institr-rtional development: the enrergence of discrete research insti-

tLrtes (The Ben Gurion Research Institute at Ben-Guriott University), depart-

ments (Haifa University), and jourrnals (lsrael Sttttlies, '[vunim bi-tekunrut

Yisrct'el, Yisra'el) devoted to the stLrdy of the Land or State of lsrael' At

one level, it is not hard to justify scholarly attention of this sort, given Is-

rael's enduring and gripping political challenges, multicultural society, arrd

contemporar-yialience. But itt another level, Land/Stzrte of lslael str-rdies pro-

gronl* 
^n 

the risk of perpetllating, albeit under a new nalle, the exceptional-

ist "Palestinocetttric" worldview of earlier generations-and itt the process,

of replicatirrg the very pattern of segregation that separates Jewislr flom

"genera.l" history, althor-rgh rn this casd, the particr-rlar effect is to isolate the

siudy of Israel frorn the proxinrate Palestinian and broader Middle Eastern

contexts.
It is irrtetesting to ponder what effect the emergence of a discrete Israel

studies field will have on the declining interest in Jevrislr str.rdies in Israeli

universities. As has been oft observed, f'ewer studentS ale taking courses, and

lewer faculty positions are being filled in Jewish histqrY.g Rather than cotn-

rnit themselves to stndying tlie parochial local cultur-e (via lsraeIi or Jewish

stLrdies), students in Israeli universities have increasingly voted with their

fieet over the past decade, trlr,elitlg to far-flung countlies and then retttrnitrg

to Israel to eiplore the societies, languages, and cttltLrres of those countl-ies

(especially those of Asia).
This general pattern of declining interest poses att interestirtg contrast to

developments in North America, where Jewish studies hits undergone a ver-

itable explosion of growth over the past quarter centLrry' Almost all niajor

nrrit'ersities and many smaller colleges have progratrrs' chairs, or cetrters in

Jewish studies, with perhaps the Iargest plLrrality of studertts studving tilodern

Jewish history. And yet, urrlike irr Israel, Jewish history is tarrght in the over-

wheluring urajority of cases in self-standing departrnents of history in which

the Jewish experience is embedded in a wide and conrparative context.

Just as in Israel, it is interestittg to see what inrpact tlre recent arrival of

Israel studies on the scetre itr North America will have. Inspired to a great
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extent by the desire of Jewish donors (after the Second Intifada) to present
lsrael in a positive light on college campuses, new chairs and centers in Israel
studies are housed in various departmental settings. Regardless of whether
they are institutionally linked to Jewish studies programs, they constitute a

source of competition to Jewish history, literature, and related fields, espe-

cially-in a constant state of financial pressure. It is entirely conceivable that
this competition might push each field toward new pathways of innovation.
It is also possibie that the relationship between the two could become a zero
sum game, with funding, students, and faculty positions shifting from one to
the other.

Alongside the important and inescapable question of financial resources,
there is also a central intellectual challenge posed by the growth of Israel
studies in North American and Israel. The question is not only one of nav-
igating between scholarship and advocacy-or between the often divergent
interests ofresearchers and philanthropists. Those tensions are as old and per-

sistent in Jewish studies as the modern discipline itself. Rather, a paramount
question that will have to be addressed with wisdom in coming years is how
to assure a sensible intellectr.ral and institutional balance between studying
sixty years of the State of Israel's history, momentous and eventful as they
have been, and studying 3500 years of Jewish history.

u

Strenking throughout the account of Israeli scholarship that I have just pre-
sented is a linear thread, extending from Baer and Dinur's "Megamatenu" of
1935 to the development of Israel studies today. Over the course of time, the

organizing principle of Zionism has inspired and shaped a body of research

in Israel that regards the Jewish nation as the chief causal agent-and the

Land of Israel as the central axis-of Jewish history.
This narrative, which reinforces the image of a largely cohesive

"Jerusalem School," is, as narratives tend to be, partial. Competing Israeli
and Palestinian versions of history both contain a grear deal of truth about
their respective national movements, but they are, and only can be, partial.
Such is the ineluctablaproperty of"historical narrative itself. In the case of
Israel scholarship od Jewish history, there is indeed another story that can be

told, one that complicates the assertion of a triumphant "Jerusalem School"
bent on promoting its single-minded Palestinocentric vision. The counter-
narrative that I propose to unravel begins with the recognition that Jewish
studies, like the Israeli academy (and society) at large, has entered a new
global phase. The advent of instantaneous information technology (email

and intemet), the frequency of travel, and the new opportunities (for teaching
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and sabbatical) provided Israeli scholars by the expansion of Jewish str-rdies

programs in North America and Europe have all contributed to a weakening

of national botrndaries in scholarship. The fact that Israeli scholars in Jewisli

history often spend time abroad, regLrlarly attend conf'erences, (e.g., the an-

nual Association for Jewish Studies conference), and pr-rblish in English not

only allows for regular coltact and exchange with colleagues in Europe and

Noftlr America; it produces a less localized and insularlsmeli scholarship.

I would like to take note of four trerrds that reflect this opening of in-

tellectr-ral borders; the fir'st three reiate specificelly to the writing of nrodern

Jewislr history, ancl panicr-rlarly to Zionistn, and the fbr-rrth to a larger cLrfrent

in Israeli scholalship. As we make our way toward the end, we will discover

that ihe tendency to resist the orthodoxy of a nationalist rendering of Jewish

history is not altogether new, but in fact had roots in the very nix of intellec-

tual and cultural sensibilities that was present at the inception of the Jewish

historical enterprise in Palestiue.
The first of these trends is, in many fespects, the rtrost obviolts and well-

doc,urnented: the emergerrce of that loose band of scholals knowt.l as the "New

Historians" irr the late 1980s, principally, Benny Molris, Ilan Papp6, Tom

Segev, and Avi Shlairn.l0 Wl.rile diverse in their methodological approaches,

views of scholalship, and pol itical stitnces, they nonetheless mounted a chal-

lenge to existing assuurptiotrs in Isruel regarding the struggle of Ziorlisrl
against the Arab enemy. Taking,aitl at received wisdom, they called into

question the lelative weakness, lolitary position, artd behavior'of .lewish

forces during the 1948 War'. They also sought to oveftut'n tlie belief thaLZiort'
isrn operated ou au exalted motal plane. In doing so, tlrey sitr-rated Zionism

witlrin a broader ttotr-Jewish context, especially notirtg its role as the ally of
a hard-edged and self-interested European colonialisrn that aspired to amass

influence in the Middle East.

Tlie conscious effort to overcome a nafrow attd exceptionalist view of
Zionisnr (and the strr-rggle for Palestine) prolrpted this cohort of historians to

pLrblish tlreir works beyond the Israeli acadernic world-and sigrrificantly, in

tlre Errglish language. ln fact, it is no coincidence that this group of schol-

ars left Israel in order to receive graduate training. By doing so, they exited

the conceptual universe of Israeli scholarship and adopted a wider contextLlal

lens. And yet, the New Historians have had a substantial impact in Israel,

provoking impassioned debate about Israel's past during the 1990s, drar'ving

the frequent attention of fellow scholars and politicians alike. and ultirnately

resherping the way in rvhich Israeli society remelltbels its history. ll tndeed,

some of their most controversial conclusions have been integrated both into

the Israeli acadenric establi-shn-rent and popular consciollsuess. Pelhaps the

most notable exanrple is the assertion, ntade with particr-rlar focus bir Benny

Morris, that Jewish/Israeli forces forcibly expelled Palestinian Arabs frorn
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their home during the War of Independence. Once deemed an invention of
Palestinian propagandists, this claim has come to be accepied widely by Is-
raeii historians of Zionism. Few concur with Ilan Papp6 that tbere was a
conspiratorial "Consultancy" that devised a premeditated plan for the ethnic
cleansing of Palestinians,L2 but most Israeli students of the 1948'War would
agree that expulsions by Jewish/Israeli forces did take place in the course of
the fighting,l3

This conclusion has contributed to an important, though difficult, process
of maturation in which Israeli academic culture has challenged foundation
myths of the society in which it is embedded, including ones that it helped to
construct. While opening up historical questions long considered settled, this
janing conclusion has also helped burst the bubble of self-induced opacity in
which Israeli historians often denied any me4ningful link between their work
and the surrounding pr-ilitical environment. The New Historians, scholars who
consciously chose to train and write outside of that bubble (even if not all of
them saw their projects as explicitly political), thus have played a central
role in expanding the horizons of Israeli historical scholarship. Among other
effects, the reception of their work back has provided an impetus-both as

positive inspiration and negative response-for the study of Israeli politics
and history. 

)

Second, the opening of boundaries has also yielded an interesting expan-
sion of horizons in the study of Zionism itself. The New Historians pushed
the study of Israel into a wider analytical framework, at times animated by a
declared "post-Zionist" agenda.In their wake-and in the wake of the stormy
debate provoked by their work in the 1990s-a new generation of schol-
al's, we might say a "post-post-Zionist" generation, has begun to approhch
the history of Zionism fhrough new lenses. Previously ignored or neglected
perspectives have won new attention, bringing this generation more in line
with trends in the historical profession at large. Thus, in place of the familiar
discussions of ideological strands and strains in Zionism (Labor/Herut, Ha-
ganahllZLfl-ehi), or of the movement's central figures (David Ben-Gurion,
Vladimir Zev Jabotinsky, Berl Katznelson, Menachem Begin) that marked
earlier generations, the new cohort is interested in innovative forms of urban
and cultural history (Anat Hellman and Orit Rozin),14 gender history (De-
vorah Bernstein, Ofer Nur, and Rina Peled),15 and intellectual history (Etan
Bloom, Adi Gordon, Y6tam Hotam, Nitzan Lebovic, Amos Morris-Reich,
Boaz Neumann, Dimitri Shumsky, and Yfaat Weiss)16 that recontextualize
Zionism, the Yishuv, and the State of Israel. As against earlier generations of
researchers, these scholars are less intent on accepting or, as with some New
Historians, rejecting the core premises of Zionism. While quite conscious
of the political ramifications (and sources) of their research, they nonethe.
less maintain a somewhat more detached stance toward their subject than did
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their teachers (or the New Historians, for that matter). What is distinctive in

this cohort is their creativity in seeking oLlt new angles of observation that

yield a more cornplex, fractious, and mr-rlti-faceted picture of Zionisrn, with

particular attention to the philosophical roots of the movement in Europe.

Interestingly, the work of this group coincides with that of a group of

young researchers outside of Israel (Michelle Campos, Rdii Gechtman'

Joshua Karlip, Cecile Kuznitz, James Loeffler, Kenneth Moss, Sin'ron Rabi-

novitch, Barry Trachtenberg, and Jeffrey,.!eidlinger, {nong others) who have

been castir-rg a new eye on the history of Jewish nationalism ovel the past

decade, in large part by exploring the rich terrain of Diaspora-atrd often,

non-Zionist-Jewish nationalism.lT The combined work of the two groLrps'

Israeli attd non-Israeli scholars, offers up the prospect of an irnporlant etnd

broad re-interpretation of tlre history of early twentieth-century 'lewish na-

tionalism that cloes not preslllrre the ultinrate triumph of Zionisrn nor erase

the crowded mzrrketplace of nationalist ideas in the first third of the trventieth

centLlry. ls Tl-r. prospect of such intersecting labor can and should be expected

in our cunetrt world of narrowing geographic and scholarly distance aniong

Jewish historians the world over.

Third, a related, if somewhat earlier, development has been a body of wo|k

that examines, contextltalizes, arrd decotlstrltcts the very enterprise of ltistor-

ical writirtg Lrnder Zionist auspices. In my owu case, I remetnber perceiving

quite palpably the Zionist franring of Jewish history when I was stlrdying

at Tel Aviv University in the early 1990s. I itlso rernember settsing that it

would be advantageous to gain critical perspective on this phenomenon by

stLrdyitrg it from outside of Israel. This sense was cotrfinued when a distin-

guished and typically generous Israeli scholar discor-rraged ue frorn stLrdying

ihe founding generation of Jewish lristorians in Jerusalem on the grounds

that such study-namely, historiographical reflection-was best left to the

twilight years of one's career. The irnplication, at least as far as I understood

the conversation, was that studying historiography was not the same as study-

ing history; it was a second-order endeavor to be indutged in only after the

heavy lifting of archival work was completed.

Notwithstanding that advice, I cotnmetrced work on a dissertation that was

eveltlrally published as Re-lnventing the Jewislt Pctst: Etrrctpean Jewish hfiel-

lecttrctls ancl tlie Zionist Retunt to History ( 1995). A nultlber of other scholars

of my generation also began to place the project of urodet'n Jewish histori-

ans into focus, combining analysis of published writings texts witlr r'rnpub-

lished and archival soqrces, A key catalyst fol many cf us was Yosef Hayirr

Yeruslralnri's Zakhor (1982) wlrich offered a sober portrait of the modern

historian. br-rt at the same time opened a whole new scholarly discourse on

the intentiou and function of Jewish historical rvriting. Yerushalnri's key foil
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in the ensuing debate over the relationship between Jewish history and mem-
ory was the late Amos Funkenstein, who ascribed to the r,odern Jewish his-

torian a significance-as a "priest of culture"-absent from the account in
Zakhor.t9

Students of both Yerushalmi and Funkenstein have devoted themselves
to exc-avating the terrain of the modem Jewish historian. Among the latter,

Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin has been the most creative in the Israeli context.2O

Raz-Krozkotzkin's writings on the notion of the "negation of exile" in Zion-
ist historiography offered searching readings of the founding figures of the

"Jerusalem School," including Baer, Dinur, and Gershom Scholem.2r More-
over, his claim that Zionism's view of Jewish exile borrows from an earlier
Protestant conception of the Jews' fall from grace is one of the boldest at-

ternpts to get underneath the id6ological infrastructure of the entire Zionist
enterprise. Raz-Krakotzkin's interest lies not merely in analyzing the work of
past historians, but rather, as part ofhis unabashedly political agenda, in urg-

ing the contemporary historian "to return to the present that same past whose
denial is a part of the present."22

Raz-Krakotzkin's doctoral work on Zionist historiography was not alone.

In the same period, the sociologist Uri Ram and a pair of dissertation writers,
Arielle Rein and Daniel Marom, embarked on studies of the historiograph-
ical and educational activities of Ben-Zioin Dinur, the paradigmatic Zionist
historian who served as Israel's fourth'Minister of Education.23 The link be-

tween history and education in the work of Zionist historians, so pronounced

in the case of Dinur, has continued to hold the attention of scholars in recent
years. Yitzhak Conforti and Dan Porat have both str-rdied the intersection of
these two domains in their research, noting the transmission of Zionist val-
ues from the academic'high culture to popular educational institutions and

vice versa.24 The nature of this relationship prompts Porat, arnong other his-

torians of education, to study textbooks and curricula for signs of a national
educational imperative.25

This growing body of work on Zionist historiography reflects a self-
reflective moment in the history of Israeli scholarship. While not all re-
gard their project as directly relevant to present-day politics as does

Raz-Krakotzkin, one main effect of this body of work is to bore through

the frequent professions of objectivity in Jewish historical studies in Israel in
order to expose the ide'blogical agetrdas and personal motives of the histori-
ans in question. The payofffor such an historiographical undertaking is not to
dismiss out of hand the previous generation of scholars while unwittingly re-
peating their d[sertions of objectivity; rather, it is to understand with greater

sensitivity and consciousness the context-including the motivations, em-
phases, and blind-spots----of one's forebears. This act of understanding one's
predecessors, Herbert Butterfield averred, was itself an essential precondition
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of self-understanding-that is, of one's scholarly perspective in the here and
no*.26

An enhanced sensitivity may come about through increased attention and
critical scrutiny to the institutions in which the Jewish historical establish-
ment has been housed. A foundation for thls kind of this W6rk is the two-
volume series on the history of the Hebrew University initiated on the occa-
sion of that institution's seventieth anniversary in 1995-27 lnthe wake of this
large endeavor, Uri cohen has written a"work of hisforical sociology devoted
to the relationship between the Hebrew university and the state and society
it often claimed to serve.28 Some years earlier, Menachem Klein examined
the twin ideals of rorah and 56isnss-nnd the tension between religion and
politics-into his history of Bar-IIan university.29 More research of this kind
on the institLrtional history of Israeli universities and the higher educational
establishment is needed-not only to clarify the framing of Jewish history
in Israel, but also to make sense of the cnrrent quagmire in which the entire
system finds itself.

A fourth, and final, trend that cuts against the mythic view of a Palestino-
centric "Jerusalem gshssl"-nnd merits our attention, even though it does
not relate principally to urodern Jewish history-is that work that challenges
the rrotion of a unique causal force driving Jewish history via its chief agent,
the Jewish nation, toward its geographic telos in the Land of israel. Con-
sistent with the exceptionalist cast of Jewish history, Yitzhak Baer was left
to ask, in the final sentence of his short book Galut (1936), whether there
nray be 1 "power that lifts the Jewish people out of the realm of all caus:rl
history."3O Meanwhile, his editorial colieague atZion, Dinur, believed that a
necessary Zionist corrective to previous generations of Jewish scholars must
be to push to the foreground the "inner causality" anirnating the Jewish peo-
ple (by drawing it back to its homeland).31 True to form as a national "priest"
(per Funkenstein's and Anthony Smith's term), DinLrr replaced divine will
with national will as the source of this car-rsality. This transvaluation, we
should add, help.s rnake understandable the quasi-sacred aura surrounding
the study of Jewish history in Jerusalem, as well as the need to separate it
from the more profane "general history."

The view of an inner causality driving Jewish history has been challenged
in interesting and helpfr-rl ways in recent decades. one of the most notable
cases was Yisrael Yuval's farlorls and much debated article in Zion fifteen
years ago (1993) on the relationship between Jews' vengeance-filled, marty-
rological reaction to the First crusade and the emergence of the Ctnistian
blood libel.32 Yr-rval posited a subterranean pool in which cultural values
could be exchanged between contigr-rous groups long assumed to be segre-
gated and hostile-in this case, elements of a sharply anti-christiau Jewish
sentiment was absorbed by the surrounding Christian milieu and then redi-
rected back atJews. This causal chain, the argunrent goes, was set in motion
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not by sweeping cosmic or immanent forces, but rather by the interplay of
social, political, and theological developments operating at the local level.

approach was to ty of influence, arguing that, in
unconscious but ulture had an impact on Chris_
tian culture, not

The innovation of a number of Yuval's colleagues is to suggest that .,in-
fluence" may not be the best way to describe the interaction b'etween Jewish
and non-Jewish cultures. Their presumption is that Jews were constantly and
inescapably engaged in cultural negotiation and exchange with non-Jewish
hosts- Rather than describe that negotiation as either glorious resistance or
cowardly submission tir "external" irrfluence, they depict a space where Jews
and non-Jews interacted with one another, swimming in a shared pool of
social norms and cultural values. For example, the Jerusalem historian Lee
Levine seeks to evoke this space in his discussion of the relationship between
Judaisn zrnd Hellenism in late antiquity, Meanwhile, the Tel Aviv medieval-
ist Jeremy cohen calls upon scholars to pay careful attention to that which
"is comnron to Jewish and christian culture in the Micldle Ages,, rather than
to depict two discrete entities that resist or appeal to the other. The emeri-
tus Haifa historian, Kenneth Stow, for his part, seeks to introduce the notiorr
of cultural bi-directionality between Jews and their hosts into his studies of

early modern times, Rosman argues that "the usual impossibility of tracing
modes of tmnsmission renders the question of who influenced whom moot.',
As an alternative, he proposes to understand Jewish culture as the product of
a ceaselessly dynamic, interactive, multidirectional .,polysystem.'134

Their exposure-to a different set of historiographical practices and guiding
assumptions tian their Israeli-born colleagues, as well as to a different un-
derstanding of Jewish cultural formatio ate
Gerson D. Cohen),3t tnuy have had E re-
search in Jewish historical studies in Is of
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of a nerv national historiographical orthodoxy. Dinur, the arch Palestinocen-
trist, devoted a great deal of his considerable labors as an anthologizer-fo1
example, in the ten-volume Yisrrz'el ba-Golalt-to excavating manifestations
of Jewish national culture in the Diaspora. In this sense, he revealed himself
less as a doctrinaire negator of Exile, like some of his Zionist comrades, than

as an instrumentalizer of Diaspora culture. Gershom Scholem, for his part, is
notoriously difficult to peg in this context. He resisted a narrow Palestinocen-
tric view of the past, criticizing those whom he believed guilty of such nar-
rowness (for example, Dinur) and pledging frequent allegiance to the ideal

of "pure science." At the same time, he and his first-generation colleagues
believed that the long-anticipated return to Zion of their generation enabled

a new and salutary angle of observation onto the Jewish past from within the

culrent of live history.
In concluding our survey, we ale left with a rather banal, but inescapable

conclusion: multiple and conflicting sensibilities shape the outlook of each

historioglzLphical generation. This is especially the case for the founding gen-

eration of Jewish studies scholars in Palestine, who were-and remained
throughout their iives-in geographic and cultural transit between Europe
and Zion. Those who followed them succeeded in fortifying that foundation,
placing particularly strong enrphasis on the local dimensions of Jewish his-
tory, especially with the implicit and explicit support of the State. For its
part, the current generation of Jewisb historians in Israel finds itseif in the

throes of its own cultural and intellectual journey, moving from the comfort-
ing confines of the local historiographical milieu, with its recognized schol-
arly strengths and political disposition, to a larger arrd less-known ttniverse

borne of a globalized world, with its substantial promise of methodological
and intellectual boundary-crossing. The result is, at ottce, a pushing out of old
conceptual horizons and the crafting of a new set of powerful lenses trained,

amollg a host of diverse subjects, on Zionism itself.

Open Access This afticle is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion Noncommercial License which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and repro-

duction in any rnedium, provided the original autho(s) and source are credited.
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