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Unsinkable: Why We 
Can’t Let Go of The Titanic

by Daniel Mendelsohn  - NY Times, April 16, 2012
Setting the Stage

It may not be true that “the three most written-
about subjects of all time are Jesus, the Civil 
War, and the Titanic,” as one historian has put it, 

but it‘s not much of an exaggeration. Since the early 
morning of April 15, 1912, when the great liner went 
to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean, taking with it 
five grand pianos, eight thousand dinner forks, an 
automobile, a fifty-line telephone switchboard, 
twenty-nine boilers, a jewelled copy of “The Rubaiyat 
of Omar Khayyam,” and more than fifteen hundred 
lives, the writing hasn’t shopped. First, there were 
the headlines, which even today can produce an 
awful thrill. “ALL 
SAVED FROM 
TITANIC AFTER 
COLLISION,” the 
New York Evening 
Sun crowed less 
than twenty-
four hours after 
the sinking. A 
day later, brute 
fact had replaced 
wishful conjecture: 
“TITANIC SINKS, 
1500 DIE.” Then 
there were the early survivor narratives—a genre 
that has by now grown to include a book by the 
descendants of a Lebanese passenger whose trek to 
America had begun on a camel caravan. There were 
the poems. For a while, there was such a glut that 
the Times was moved to print a warning: “To write 
about the Titanic a poem worth printing requires 
that the author should have something more than 
paper, pencil, and a strong feeling that the disaster 
was a terrible one.” Since then, there have been 
histories, academic studies, polemics by enthusiasts, 
and novels, numbering in the hundreds. There’s even 
a “Titanic for Dummies.” This centennial month 
alone will see the publication of nearly three dozen 
titles.

The books are, so to speak, just the tip of the iceberg. 
Between 1912 and 1913 more than a hundred songs 
about the Titanic were published...

The inexhaustible interest suggests that the Titanic’s 
story taps a vein much deeper than the morbid 
fascination that has attached to other disasters. The 
explosion of the Hindenberg, for instance, and even 
the torpedoing, just three years after the Titanic 
sank, of the Lusitania, another great liner whose 
passenger list boasted the rich and the famous, were 
calamities that shocked the world but have failed to 

generate an obsessive 
preoccupation.

The aura of significance 
that surrounds the 
Titanic’s fate was the 
subject of another, 
belated headline, which 
appeared in a special 
publication of the 
satirical newspaper 
the Onion, in 1999, 
stomping across the 
page in dire block letters:

WORLD’S LARGEST METAPHOR HITS ICE-
BERG

The “news” was accompanied by an archival 
image of the ship’s famous four-funnelled profile. 
The subhead pressed the joke: “TITANIC, 
REPRESENTATION OF MAN’S HUBRIS, 
SINKS IN NORTH ATLANTIC. 1,500 DEAD IN 
SYMBOLIC TRAGEDY.”

The Onion’s spoof gets to the heart of the matter: For 
some, it’s a parable about the scope, and limits, of 
technology: a 1997 Broadway musical admonished 
us that “in every age mankind attempts / to fabricate 
great works at once / magnificent and impossible.” 



3 The Jewish View on Arrogance

For others, it’s a morality tale about class, or a 
foreshadowing of the First World War - the marker 
of the end of a more innocent era. Academic 
historians dismiss this notion as mere nostalgia; for 
them, the disaster is less a historical dividing line 
than a screen on which early-twentieth-century 
society projected its anxieties about race, gender, 
class, and immigration.

All these interpretations are legitimate, even 
provocative; and yet none, somehow, seems wholly 
satisfying. If the Titanic has gripped our imagination 

so forcefully for the past century, it must be because 
of something bigger than any fact of social or 
political or cultural history. To get to the bottom of 
why we can’t forget it, you have to turn away from 
the facts and consider the realm to which the Titanic 
and its story properly belong: myth...

This is another reason we can’t get the story out of our 
heads. If the Titanic had sunk on her twenty-seventh 
voyage, it wouldn’t haunt us in the same way. It’s 
the incompleteness that never stops tantalizing us, 
tempting us to fill in the blanks with more narrative.

Knowing Our LimitationsENGAGING THE TEXT

 ▶ What  do  you  think   the  sinking  of  the  Titanic represents  in   
our collective memory?

 ▶ Why does the Talmud say that Moshe received all gates except 
for one? Why not just say he received 49 gates of knowledge?

Questions 
to Consider

Questions 
to Consider

?

?

Nassim Taleb
It is often said that ‘is wise he who can see things coming.’ Perhaps the wise one is 
the one who knows that he cannot see things far away.

Nassim Taleb
Fifty gates of understanding were created in the world. Moshe received all but one 
of them, as it is written: “You made him [man, i.e. Moshe] slightly below angels.” 
[The Ran translates the verse alternatively, to mean: “You made him [Moshe] lack 
perfect knowledge of Hashem,” - because the only gate Moshe did not receive was 
the gate of knowledge of Hashem.] Moshe was also humble, as it is written: “Moshe 
was exceedingly humble.”

תלמוד נדרים לח עמוד א
 חמשים שערי בינה נבראו בעולם, וכולם נתנו למשה חסר אחת, שנאמר (תהלים ח):

 ״ותחסרהו מעט מאלקים.״ עניו, דכתיב (במדבר יב): ״והאיש משה עניו מאד.״
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Emulating Our CreatorENGAGING THE TEXT

R. Tzadok of Lublin (1823-1900), Tzidkas HaTzadik #141
The greatest level and goal of knowledge is knowing the limitations of knowledge. 
This quality is called humility, which is the loftiest level, as is known.
The verse states: “The humble shall inherit the earth” - the “inheritance” here refers 
to a never-ending inheritance.

 ▶ How can the greatest form of knowledge be knowing the 
limitations of knowledge? Is that a contradiction?

 ▶ Have you found this to be true in your own life?Questions 
to Consider?

ר׳ צדוק מלובלין: צדקת הצדיק, קמא
 תכלית הידיעה - שלא נדע. ודבר זה נקרא ״ענוה,״ והוא מדרגה היותר גדולה כנודע,

 ונאמר ״וענוים יירשו ארץ״ - פירוש: ירושה אין לה הפסק.

תלמוד סוטה ה עמוד א
״ואת דכא ושפל רוח״ (ישעיהו נז)

 רב הונא ורב חסדא, חד אמר: אתי דכא, וחד אמר: אני את דכא. ומסתברא כמ״ד
  אני את דכא, שהרי הקב״ה הניח כל הרים וגבעות והשרה שכינתו על הר סיני,

  ולא גבה הר סיני למעלה. א״ר יוסף: לעולם ילמד אדם מדעת קונו,
 שהרי הקב״ה הניח כל הרים וגבעית והשרה שכינתו על הר סיני.

Talmud Sotah 5a
“[G-d says: I dwell with he who is] crushed and lowly of spirit.” (Yeshaya, ch. 57)
Rav Huna and Rav Chisda both explain this phrase. One understands it to mean: 
“[G-d is] with the crushed and lowly spirit” -  the person is with G-d (i.e. G-d 
lifts him). The other  understands it to mean: “[G-d is] with the person” (i.e. G-d 
lowers Himself). The latter opinion makes more sense, for G-d abandoned all the 
mountains and large hills and  rested His presence on Mount Sinai, and Mount 
Sinai was not lifted up (indicating that G-d descended to lowly Mount Sinai, rather 
than raising Mount Sinai up to Him). Rabbi Yosef says: we should learn from the 
traits of our Creator, for He abandoned all the mountains and large hills and rested 
His presence on Mount Sinai.  
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 ▶ If G-d wanted to show the importance of being humble, 
why did He give the Torah on a mountain at all? Why not 
give the Torah in a valley? (This question was asked by the 
first Rebbe of Chabad, R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi.)

Questions 
to Consider?

תלמוד סוטה ה עמוד א
 אמר רבי חייא בר אשי אמר רב: תלמיד חכם - צריך שיהא בו אחד משמונה בשמינית.

  א״ר הונא בריה דרב יהושע: ומעטרא ליה כי סאסא לשבולתא.
 אמר רבא בשמתא דאית ביה, ובשמתא דלית ביה.

Talmud Sotah 5a
Rav Chiya bar Aba said: A wise man must have an eighth of an eighth of haughtiness.
Rava said: One who possesses haughtiness should be excommunicated. The same 
applies to one who has no haughtiness.

The Vilna Gaon (1720-1797)
Rav Chiya bar Aba is referring to the eighth verse in the eighth parsha in the Torah, 
in which our forefather Yaakov says as follows:

״קטנתי מכל החסדים ומכל האמת אשר עשית את עבדך.״
“I [Yaakov] became diminished from all of the kindness and all the faithfulness 
that You [G-d] have done for Your servant.”

When Yaakov says that he has become “diminished,” he means that his “bank 
account” of merits has been depleted. Yaakov had a large “bank account” of merits 
in Heaven, and whenever G-d did a kindness for Yaakov, it used up merits from 
Yaakov’s “account,” because the kindnesses acted as a payment for Yaakov’s good 
deeds.

 ▶ What does it mean that a wise man needs an eighth of an 
eighth of haughtiness?

 ▶ Why does Rava say it is so bad to have no haughtiness at 
all?

Questions 
to Consider?

An Appropriate Form of PrideENGAGING THE TEXT
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R’ Simcha Bunim of Peshischa
Everyone must have two pockets, with a note in each pocket. In one pocket, find 
the words: “For my sake was the world created.” In the other pocket, find the words: 
“I am but dust and ashes.”

The Vilna Gaon asks: Why does Yaakov seemingly assume that the kindness he 
received is because of his own merits? Normally, one is supposed to assume that 
success comes based on the merit of one’s forefathers (see Talmud Brachos 10b, 
Shabbos 30a). Why does Yaakov thank G-d for the success He has given him based 
on his own merits? Shouldn’t he mention Avraham and Yitzchok?
The Vilna Gaon explains that in this regard, a person can express personal pride. 
When looking at your past, you should be proud of your accomplishments and 
successes. However, when looking into the future, you need to be cautious and 
realize the limitations of your knowledge; which is why the Talmud (ibid.) insists 
that you don’t invoke your own merit when asking for success in the future. Only 
when reflecting on your prior accomplishments can you thank G-d based on your 
personal merit. When reflecting upon your impending challenges, you must be 
completely humble and realize your limitations.
This is the type of haughtiness that the Talmud’s statement was referring to - the 
personal pride that is felt when looking at your past accomplishments.

 ▶ Do you feel pride when thinking of your past 
accomplishments? Why is this an appropriate form of pride 
that is different from haughtiness?

 ▶ How can you feel that the world was created for your sake, 
if you are merely dust and ashes? Is this a contradiction?

Questions 
to Consider?


