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Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi: 
History, Memory, and FictionSetting the Stage

Published in The New Yorker, August 11, 2011
by Nathaniel Stein

Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, whose short story 
“Gilgul” appears in the magazine this week, 
was not a fiction writer. Indeed “Gilgul” is 

the only story he wrote, and although Yerushalmi’s 
widow Ophra told Deborah Treisman, the 
magazine’s fiction editor, that it “may reveal a hidden 
wish on his part to have taken the 
other road,” that road remained 
untrodden: Yerushalmi, who died 
in 2009, never claimed the place in 
Jewish-American fiction that the 
story hints he might have.

Instead, he became a celebrated 
Jewish historian, and bequeathed 
important works on the history of 
the Spanish and Portuguese Jews, 
Freud’s relationship to Judaism, 
and the very concept of Jewish 
history. In “Zakhor,” a slim volume 
that is arguably his most famous, 
Yerushalmi meditates on that 
concept, unraveling a tangle of 
paradoxes surrounding memory and history in 
Judaism. He explains why despite Judaism’s essential 
and inherent fixation on remembrance and the past, 
Jews all but gave up keeping track of their history 
for more than a thousand years after they were 

scattered into diaspora following the destruction of 
the Second Temple in the year 70 C.E., and why even 
when the dam of Jewish historiography was broken, 
in the centuries following the Spanish expulsion of 
1492, a vexed relationship between Jewish memory 
and Jewish history endured.

These sorts of contradictions make apt grist for 
the mill of academia, but they also resonated 

more personally for Yerushalmi, 
who was not only a professional 
Jewish historian—“a new creature 
in Jewish history,” as he wrote in 
“Zakhor”—but also an ordained 
rabbi, who briefly led a congregation 
in Larchmont. All the academic 
questions congealed for him around 
a deeply personal one: how is it 
possible to write the history of a 
people that is inherently obsessed 
with “history”—its own complexly 
filtered version of it—and how is 
it possible to do so from within 
(inescapably within) the tradition 
of that people? “I live,” he wrote, 
“within the ironic awareness that 

the very mode in which I delve into the Jewish past 
represents a decisive break with that past.” “Zakhor” 
was, as he put it, “an effort to understand myself as 
a Jewish historian”: though unimpeachably rigorous 
and scholarly, it is at heart a personal work.

 ▶ What is the difference between Jewish history and Jewish 
memory?

 ▶ Why has the study of Jewish history, particularly Israeli history, 
become more important in modern times?

Questions 
to Consider?
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The Importance of Learning History

Who Owns the Land of Israel?

ENGAGING THE TEXT

ENGAGING THE TEXT

George Santayana was beat to the punch on this ever-so-important quote, by our Bible itself which has 
been warning us for thousands of years to study the generations before us. By studying history, we can 
better understand the world around us, and learn from the mistakes and successes of earlier generations.

With that in mind, we would like to look at the history of the Middle East, so that we can be more informed 
consumers when we hear the media labeling Israel as “occupiers” over the beleaguered Palestinians. We 
will also aim to understand what exactly the media is referring to when it talks about the West Bank, 
Gaza, and settlements. 

 ▶ What exactly does the Bible mean when it tells us to “reflect 
upon the years of [other] generations”?

 ▶ Why? To what end? What would we gain from studying the 
history of other generations?

Questions 
to Consider?

Devarim 32:7
Remember the days of old; reflect upon the years of [other] generations. Ask your 
father, and he will tell you; [ask] your elders, and they will inform you.

Genesis 15:18
On that day, G-d formed a covenant with Avram, saying: “To your children, I have 
given this land, from the river of Egypt until the great river, the Euphrates river.”

George Santayana (1863-1952)
Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

דברים לב:ז
זכר ימות עולם, בינו שנות דר ודר; שאל אביך ויגדך, זקניך ויאמרו לך.

בראשית טו:יח
 ביום ההוא, כרת ה׳ את אברם ברית לאמר:

  לזרעך נתתי את הארץ הזאת, מנהר מצרים עד הנהר הגדל נהר פרת.
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In the above passage we saw that G-d clearly promised the Land of Israel to Avram’s descendents. But 
Avram had 2 children: (1) Yitzchak (forefather of the Jews), and (2) Yishmael (forefather of the Arabs and 
possibly Islam). Which child inherits the land?

A careful reading of this passage indicates that according to the Bible, G-d’s promise to Abraham concerning 
the land of Israel, was passed on to Yitzchak (ancestor of the Jews), not to Yishmael (ancestor of the 
Arabs). (There are many other quotes throughout the Bible that support the same point, but we have just 
mentioned one of those here.)

Now as we race through History towards the Middle East of today, suffice it to say that many nations have 
fought over this very special piece of real estate that has been promised to the Jews, ever since the day of 
the promise itself.

In the last hundred years, world history has been literally a roller coaster ride of traumatic events, not 
the least of which were World War II and the Holocaust. The Holocaust ended in 1945, and shortly 
afterwards, the United Nations decided to create the State of Israel in 1948. 

Let’s now look at the maps of Israel from 1947 until today. They tell quite a story!

The Constantly Changing Map of IsraelENGAGING THE TEXT

NOV 
1947

Genesis 21:12
G-d said to Abraham: “Do not be upset with the lad [Yishmael] and with your 
handmaid [Hagar, mother of Yishmael]; whatever Sarah tells you, hearken to her 
voice, for in Isaac will be called your seed.” 

The Partition Plan: November 29, 1947
The United Nations Special Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP) 
recommended that Palestine be divided into an Arab state and 
a Jewish state. The commission called for Jerusalem to be put 
under international administration The UN General Assembly 
adopted this plan on Nov. 29, 1947 as UN  Resolution (GA 181). 
The plan for “partition with economic union” divided the land 
into several cantons. Both the Jewish state and the Arab state 
had 3 cantons each that touched each other south of Nazareth 
and near Gaza. The borders of this plan are shown in the map 
below.  This jigsaw puzzle would have been difficult to implement 
for friendly populations, and was impossible to implement giv-
en the hostility between Arabs and Jews.
The Partition Plan was flatly rejected by the Arabs that sur-
rounded then Palestine and the plan was scrapped.

בראשית כא:יב
 ויאמר אלהים אל אברהם: אל ירע בעיניך על הנער ועל אמתך.

 כל אשר תאמר אליך שרה, שמע בקלה, כי ביצחק יקרא לך זרע.
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1948

OCT 
1948

We will now fast forward to May of 1967 since May 
and June of 1967 were pivotal in the formation of the 
map that is today Modern day Israel.

1948
In 1948, the following map was drawn up detailing the 
U.N’s proposal for a new state of Israel.

October 1948
The following map details the attacks that began 
upon Israel, from the day it was created in 1948, cul-
minating with the battles of October 1948.
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MAY 
1967

JUNE 
1967

May 14: Egypt mobilized its forces in and around the 
Suez Canal. 

May 16: Egypt moved its forces eastward across the Sinai 
desert towards the Israeli border, demanding the with-
drawal of UN Emergency Force (UNEF) stationed along 
the frontier. 

May 19: The Egyptians expelled the UN Emergency Force 
(UNEF) from the Gaza Strip and Sinai, and continued 
pouring its military forces into these areas. 

May 22: Egypt closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli ship-
ping, constituting a casus belli for Israel. 

May 24-June 4: Answering the Egyptian call, the govern-
ments of Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Lebanon 
moved their forces toward the Israeli border. Israel mo-
bilized its reserve forces, and launched a diplomatic 
campaign to win international support for ending the 
Egyptian blockade of Israeli shipping through the Strait 
of Tiran.

However, once it became clear that the diplomatic cam-
paign had failed, and following Jordan’s participation 
in the Egyptian-Syrian alliance, Israel launched action 
in self-defense against the massing threat from Egypt 
on June 5, 1967. Since Jordan and Syria had initiated 
the fighting against Israel, the war also included those 
countries.

June 5: Israel launched a preemptive strike on the air 
force bases of Egypt and Syria, which - with the help of 
G-d - led to the miraculous victory of the Six-Day War.  
In the course of the war, the Israeli forces captured the 
Sinai peninsula, reaching the Suez Canal, and captured 
the territories of Judea and Samaria as well as the Golan 
Heights - from which the Syrians had shelled Israel. 

The Six-Day War: May-June 1967
The Six Day War was the first major Arab attempt 
since 1948 to destroy Israel. In November 1966, an 
Egyptian-Syrian Defense Agreement was signed, 
encouraging the Syrians to escalate tensions, which 
reached a climax in the spring of 1967. 
This map indicates the proposed attacks of the na-
tions surrounding Israel in May of 1967. It is criti-
cal to understand that Egypt Jordan and Syria were 
supplied at the time with thousands and thou-
sands of military machines by the Soviet Union of 
that time, as the Cold War between the Soviets and 
the U.S. was ramping up with the Soviets extending 
their reach in the Middle East by supplying the Arab 
nations with their military means outnumbering Is-
rael 10 to 1!
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Please remember that Israel won every inch of those lands in a hard fought battle for its life! Giving back 
even one inch of hard-fought victory territory is something that historically almost never happened in all 
of the generations of mankind! Israel has gone far beyond the call of duty by giving back Sinai and Gaza 
and feels that giving back the Golan and the West Bank is tantamount to military suicide.

Most observant Jews believe that giving back even parts of Jerusalem - our holy city, the cornerstone of our 
religion - would be ridiculous beyond belief. The Muslims claim that Jerusalem is also their holy city and 
expect it to be the capital of their future Palestinian state. The conflict over Jerusalem is one that might 
never be resolved! Please remember that Jerusalem is mentioned hundreds of times in the Bible and that 
Jews all over the world face it when they pray. By contrast, Jerusalem is never mentioned in the Koran and 
Muslims all over the world - including Muslims in Jerusalem - face away from Jerusalem when they pray 
and always face Mecca in Saudi Arabia!

 ▶ Having read the history of Israel, do you feel that Israel 
deserves the title “Occupiers”?

 ▶ Can you understand how the holiest city on Earth has 
become such a fought-over piece of real estate?

 ▶ What would you do if you were Prime Minister of Israel?

 ▶ Do you think, if the Muslims were given all of the West Bank 
and the Golan Heights, we would live forever in peace with 
our Arab neighbors?

Questions 
to Consider?

1979

1979
In 1979, Israel gave the entire Sinai Peninsula back to Egypt as part of a peace deal, and that 
peace treaty has held until today (although with the Islamists taking over Egypt in 2012, the fu-
ture on that front looks pretty scary.) A few years ago, Gaza was also given back, and immediately 
afterwards, rocket fire began from that area. Small pieces of the West Bank have also been given 
back in the past decade. Since 1967, many settlements have been set up in these areas, and they 
are being debated until today. 
The Palestinians who want it all back are not really promising a whole lot in return, except some 
very vague promises about how they might strike a peace deal if we give them every inch of Israel.

Please look at the above map displaying the difference between Israel’s territory before and after the 
Six-Day War, and understand that during those miraculous 6 days, Israel was literally fighting for 
its survival!

That map is the one that should really stick with you, because it tells the whole story - Israel was 
fighting for its life, literally and miraculously won, and in six days, the country nearly doubled or 
tripled in size!  


