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Abstract This paper explores the rhetorical functions ofthmand of cultural
analogies in the making of consensus and dissertkeipublic sphere. It shows how
a founding myth, the Masada story — first usedlitotenational consensus and build
a collective identity — has eventually turned imtaeservoir of analogies fueling
polemical discussions on the Middle East confl&tter a brief overview of the
epideictic uses of the Masada myth, and of its 5@sgjve disintegration, the analysis
focuses on the rhetorical uses of the analogiesvidga on Masada in public
controversies. Analyzing examples mainly borrowesf the media, it shows how
these analogies are exploited by adverse partiesa imontemporary debate
characterized by polarization and passion. Thekimgalown of a unifying myth and
its transformation into a tool of discord and d&vid analyzed in the framework of a
so-called rhetoric of dissentin order to unveil the workings as well as the
constructive function of public controversy.
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1. Introduction

In the framework of ahetoric of dissenstill to be elaborated and assessed, this
paper focuses on the modalities and functions dempigal discourse in the
democratic sphere. More specifically, it explotes tole of an Israeli founding myth,
Masada, in the making not only of consent, but afsgissent. Although the myth of
Masada largely contributed to the construction ofional project and a collective
identity in the founding years of the State of &ra eventually lost its status due to
altered circumstances and renewed scientific imyesdbn. First used in the
epideictic mode as axempluneliciting strong identification, it is presentlged on
the deliberative level as a reservoir of multipled aften contradictory analogies.
These analogies emphasize and sharpen disseneyasutl polemical debates on
foreign policies and competing approaches to thedii East conflict.

! This work is part of a global research on polemiiatourse in the democratic sphere sponsored by
the Israeli Science Foundation (ISF, project 73%4/08
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Polemical discourse (cfr. AMOSSY 2010, 2011) ishat heart of a rhetoric based on
dissent rather than on a common search for conseckt,as such, it presents a
peculiar way of conflict management in the demacraphere. It will be here

understood as a discourse implying an «antagoristiater-discourse» and «aiming
at a double strategy: demonstration of the thesisrafutation-disqualification of the

adverse thesis» (ANGENOT 1982: 34; my translatidifje opposition takes the
form of a strong polarization between two stancegually excluding each other:

«dichotomization radicalizes the debate, makirifficult — sometimes impossible —

to resolve» (DASCAL 2008: 27). In this dialogicaldaagonistic framework, each
participant tries to appropriate the other’'s digseuin order to better attack it.
Mostly

polemical discourse is a disqualifying discourseaning it attacks a target —
and puts at the service of this dominant pragnaiipose [...] all the array of
its rhetorical and argumentative procedures (KERBRFRECCHIONI 1980:
12; my translation).

As such, it is often (but not necessarily) accongby passion and verbal violence.
The structure of a polemical exchange includesopdtrent, an Opponent, but also a
Third party — each of which can be embodied byoreiactors (PLANTIN 2003:
383). These features provide the main criteria taat help us distinguish between
polemical discourse and other forms of public depat order to examine how
polemical exchanges are elicited and fueled byouarianalogies between Masada
and the present Israeli situation.

I will first briefly summarize the outstanding reseh achieved by historians and
sociologists on the role of Masada in the Israeliective memory, and on the
construction of a national identity. | will thensduss their illuminating analysis of
the progressive fading away of the myth, accompmhbiea disintegration of national
consensus. The main purpose of my research is, sswhe investigation of what
happens once the mythical story of Masada turns @nfpolemical tool, and the
epideictic mode is replaced by the deliberative. dneill show that once criticized
and demystified, the Masada story provides argusnieptanalogy through which the
original narrative, far from uniting the audienggéyes birth to polemical exchanges
and deepens an unbridgeable gap between opponemspahus constructing
polarized political identities.

2. Mythmaking and national unity

First of all, let us recall in a few words whatreant by theMasada myth The
prevailing Israeli version of the Masada episodeselnl on Flavius Josephdsstory

of the Jewish Warproposes the following narrative: when the Romnaperial army
crushed the Jewish revolt and conquered Jerusalestroying the Second Temple,
the surviving Zealots opposing the Romans flewhtofortress of Masada, on the top
of a steep cliff near the Dead Sea. The fortreas surrounded and put under siege
by the Romans. After a heroic battle led by a smalup against a huge army, the
Zealots, realizing there is no more hope, were icmed by their leader, Elazar Ben
Yair, to choose a heroic death and commit collectuicide rather than be enslaved
and dishonored by the conqueror. When the Romaeseehthe place, they were met
only by dead bodies and silence. Josephus menti@tshe Roman soldiers could
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not but admire the fortitude of their enemy. Thappened in 73 A.D, a few years
after the beginning of the Jewish Great Revolt@gjdhe Romans in 66 A.D.

The inquiries into the Masada narrative show ttsatriemory has been repressed for
two thousand years by the orthodox Jews, and wasartoof the Jewish religious
tradition because of the choice of suicide that@liacontradicts the supreme value
put by Judaism on life and survival. The Masadaage and the character of its
leader, Elazar Ben Yair, became the center of @tteronly in the secular Zionist
culture, in search of models of military bravesyveell as Jewish historical roots in
the land of Israel. Ben-Yehuda emphasizes theabkhmaria Guttman, who acted
as a «moral entrepreneur» (BEN-YEHUDA 1995: 23%):binought Masada to the
fore in the 30s and the 40s by modeling it intoegolt and exemplary tale, while
establishing a series of rites (such as the fanmi@ks to the top of the mountain),
that created a strong experience. He eventualhyinoed Yigal Yadin, who had
been Chief of Staff of the IDF under Ben-Gurion dvef devoting his time to
archeology, to excavate Masada. Ben-Yehuda showsGuitman as well as Yadin
made important changes in the original narrativeupgh a series of meaningful
omissions and additions that created the mythieedion summarized in the previous
paragraph.

Thus, the nature of the defenders of Masada wasedlt they actually were a sect
called Sicarii (from sica, the small knife, theyedsto murder people) described by
Flavius Josephus as fanatics killing and robbifgeiogews, and eventually forced by
the Jewish population to flee Jerusalem long befwesiege of the city. It is in these
circumstances that they found refuge in Masaday theied out a raid in the village
of Ein Gedi, close to the mountain, where they ma®sl the inhabitants to plunder
the settlement. The siege of Masada by the Romany &mok between 4 and 8
months - and not three years, as is generally 8&ideover, there seems to be no
traces of fighting. Elazar Ben Yair had to pronctwo speeches to convince the
group of the necessity to commit collective suicided not one, as is told; the fact
that other choices were possible (fighting untd thtter end, concentrating forces at
one point to allow for escape of the others, etcignored. The main point here is
that the story has been rewritten so as to fit @mibgale nowhere to be found in
Flavius Josephus, the sole and exclusive sourttieeaévent. Thus the Zionist revival
of the memory of Masada changed the original texbrder to endow it with an
exemplary mythical dimension at the service of @onal project: to unite the Jewish
settlers around a shared identity rooted in artyg@ind to insure that they will be
willing to defend their fatherland until death -exer again shall Masada fall»
(according to the famous 1927 poem of Lamdan, #mta&en by the soldiers sworn
in at a solemn Masada ceremony).

All the studies on the Masada myth (among which UIBRVEL 1994, 1995), insist
on its function as a model of heroic resistancthéradie than surrender) contrasting
with the figure of the Diaspora Jew and moreovéithe Jews as sheep led to the
slaughter in the pogroms and, mainly, during theabh It contributed to reinforce
the identity of the new Jew as proud and braveadydo fight and die in order to
preserve his autonomy and freedom. No wonder it taaght in youth movements,
in schools, in guided tours and at the army (withnapressive swearing in ceremony
at the top of the mountain). It became part of acess of socialization through
which the settlers and immigrants could integrate the new nation by identifying
with a consensual model.

Zerubavel (1994) distinguishes however between dloisvist tale and the tragic
commemorative narrative of Masada that developenhlynafter the Yom Kippur
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War and the realization by the Israelis of theimewability. This version does not
oppose the Shoah’s paradigm, it rather draws alogy®etween the two situations
of besiegement and persecution. Suicide testifiee o a «situation of utter
helplessness and despaitwi:(193). The myth of Masada «as a model to emulate
becomes a historical metaphor for a major natitraaima that should be avoided at
all means» I¢i: 194). Zerubavel considers that the two narrativesxist in
contemporary Israeli culture, and are called upotcoaling to varying
circumstances.

3. Conflicting inter pretations of the myth and therise of public controver sy

It seems, however, that the polysemy of the naradind the various interpretations
it can elicit put at risk the nature and the fuos of the myth. In order to be
endowed with a mythical value, a story has to lesgmted in fixed, simple terms (it
is stereotyped and dichotomized), conferring ugam shared symbolic significance
and making it into a model to be emulated. As st myth of Masada participated
in epideictic discourses (official speeches, edanat discourses of youth
movements, guides’ stories, school textbooks, ethidre praise and blame reinforce
the audience’s communion and prepare it to achefuture upon the enhanced
common values. The myth of Masada thus appearad@sis of general consensus
and identification. Of course, there were discussityom the very start about this
univocal message. But as a whole, the massivenoeliaf the dominant discourse on
the Zionist version of Masada allowed for its camagon as a myth calling for
various forms of rituals. The opening up of thetdnisal analogy to divergent and
competing interpretations was the first step todbmythologizing of Masada. This
can be seen in the public debate that both Zerulzande Guttman document, from
the 70s to the middle of the 90s.

This debate raged in the academic as well as impdtécal sphere. | will briefly
expose some of the debates mentioned by the sigexiall the Masada case to show
what points of divergence they displayed, and hosvldireaking down of the myth’s
hegemony gave way to multiple uses of the histbrac@mple that nourished a
public controversy, thus contributing to map thétmwal field.

One of the main attacks on the message of the Masgth was its reformulation in
terms of Masada complex or syndrome. The lattezrsefo the feeling of being
besieged by hostile forces and is at the centbotif public and scientific discourse.
In psychological terms, Bar Tal has defined the adassyndrome as «a state in
which members of a group hold a central belief thatrest of the world has negative
behavioral intentions towards that group», meattiey believe «that they are lonely
in the word, that there is a threat to their exiség and that they cannot expect help
from anyone in time of need» (BAR-TAL 1983: 5). dnscholarly article entitled
«Siege mentality in Israel» (cfr. BAR-TAL 1992), B&al and Entebi explain
through these concepts the Israeli way of manatiwegMiddle-East conflict, and
emphasize the necessity to take it into considerati any negotiation toward peace.
The political uses circulated in the media explloé notion of dvMasada compleas

a tool of polemical criticism rather than as an lgie@al tool. Sticking to the
symbolism of the Masada story is described ast#nde rejecting compromises and
leading to suicidal politics. This critical use estfrom the 70s and is well
documented: it was launched Ngwsweek journalist Steward Alsop who talked, in
1971, about a Masada spirit contrary to compromeed quoted Joseph Sisco
accusing Golda Meir of having a Masada complex phatents any settlement of the
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Israeli-Palestinian conflict (GUTTMAN 1995: 244)h@& opponents claimed that this
Masada complex indeed existed, but that it wasembah facts and conforms to
reality- it is a «national neurosis; and it issmme measure at least, a fairly reasoned
response to the facts of the outside world» (YadReutal in GUTTMAN 1995:
245). This discussion was accompanied by a corffltiveen the image of Masada
as a model of heroism, and as an anti-model promotr leading to, suicide — e.g.
what Israel does not want to become (cfr. SHARGRILEA 1979). The conflicting
interpretations put the emphasis either on herott itncompromising self-defense,
or on the suicidal nature of uncompromising atesidlwo conflicting positions thus
developed: the one, justifying the Masada comptetha only way of self-protection
— it is roughly the claim of the right wing; thehet one, calling the Israelis to free
themselves from the Masada complex and siege nitgritabrder to achieve peace —
it is the claim of the left wing in its attacks upthehawks(already to be found in
Boaz Evron, Yediot Aharonot in GUTTMAN 1995: 245).

4. The use of Masada in the current polemical debates

Let us see now how these contradictory uses ofmythical narrative participate in
the current debate on lIsraeli politics in the meghd on the internet in the recent
years. First of all, it appears that the referertoeMasada are exploited in various
discussions bearing on official circumstances - ‘st of President W. Bush to
Israel and Masada in 2008, Netanyahu’s speechetdmherican Congress in 2011 —
or at moments of crisis — the battles of Jenin 22@0 of Gaza (2008), the episode of
the Turkish Flotilla (May 2011), the Palestiniaitiative to be recognized by the UN
(June 2011)Diversely interpreted and mobilized, the former Bdes myth becomes
a reservoir of analogies at the service of politiaegumentations argumentation by
analogy being, with syllogistic argumentation (ather the use of enthymemes), one
of the two main categories distinguished by Aristst Rhetoric. Analogy is
generally considered logically weaker than syllagiseasoning, as the connection
between the terms — A is to B as C is to D — cateovery strict and is liable to
varying interpretations. The nature of analogy withinherent lack of accuracy is
actually what secures both the argumentative natutiee polemical uses of Masada
and the variety of claims it can support on bottesiof the controversy.

This is clearly illustrated by the diverse reintefpations of Masada in the comments
elicited by President Bush'’s visit to Israel andvtasada with Prime Minister Ehud
Olmert in 2008, at the occasion of Israel'd'&hniversary celebration. In his solemn
address to the Knesset on May 15, 2008, Bush e#dbron the famous quote
accompanying the official version of the myth:

And earlier today | visited Masada, an inspiring nmment to courage and
sacrifice. At this historic site Israeli soldiesear an oath: «Masada shall never
fall again». Citizens of Israel: Masada shall nefadiragain, and America will
be at your sidé.

As could be expected, this declaration won Presi8aish vibrant applauses at the
Knesset. He takes the official myth of Masada erfdte value, and uses it to make a
strong commitment — playing on the ambiguity of &imel Is the connective intended

% http://lwww.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/gwbusss@iaddress2008.htm; all quotations from
President Bush’s speech are borrowed from this iteebs
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to link two discrete elements — the defense ofelsby its army that will prevent its
fall, and as a supplement, the engagement of theed)istates to stand besides
Israel? Or is it introducing an argument of caugal Masada (Israel) shall not fall
because the US will not let it happen? The ambygalibws for enhancing both the
glorious image of a valiant army capable of sefiedse, and the indefectible support
of a mighty friend and ally. It pays tribute to wHarael has achieved on its own
while reiterating the American promise to staytatside (those are the last words of
the speech: «and you have built a mighty demodtaatywill endure forever and can
always count on the United States to be at yowrsgidnterestingly enough, it relies
on the myth of heroism while altering the imagettué isolated few, forced into a
dead end situation: with the US at its side, ugitwmith its goals of self-defense,
Israel is no more an endangered minority doomezhtbin collective death:

Israel's population may be just over seven milldat when you confront terror
and evil, you are 307 million strong, because thetdd States of America
stands with you.

However, the trip to Masada and the referencedantigth elicited various polemical
reactions in the media from the right as well asfithe left. In the forum following
the Ynet article on Bush’'s speech, many remarksamgreciation and gratitude
coexist with comments linked to the rocket attacksAshkelon that took place at
that very moment, and the bombings that plaguedtily life of Shderot and other
Israeli locations. These comments express irrttatibthe reference to the myth of
Masada, to be replaced according to them by pedati@nagement of the problem
on the ground® «Masada might hold, but many kassam (rockets)awititinue to fall
here». «Masada shall not fall, but the State igoway», «Masada? Let’s first care
for Shderot and Ashkelon, it is more important»p«@ Ashkelon, and you will see
people committing suicide every day». Besides #essity to replace the myth by a
response to current security problems, there ameestemands for retaliation: «Let
Bush give Olmert instructions to erase Gaza, imstdatalking about Masada. Quit
Masada, we have to erase Gaza». In short, the @isstiss the reference to Masada
as cut off from reality and superfluous, givingtbito hollow discourses instead of
immediate action. Some of them also reject Bushitsterpretation of the myth — the
few that are now the many, insisting on the idest the Israelis can rely only on
themselves (or, in one post, on God). It is notéworthat these comments are
accompanied by some violent attacks on leftistshe«leftists will find a way to
provoke Masada’s fall even for thé"@ime», «Bush here is a scoop, Masada is
falling but not because of Iran or Syria, but bessaaf enemies with blue IDs» (the
Israeli ID). Trying to negotiate with the Palestins, meaning here with the
terrorists, is interpreted as treachery.

Alongside these reactions, we can find polemicahm@nts coming both from the
extreme right, and from the leftists. Among thstfones, Ezra Halevi deplores, in an
article published on April 10, 2008 in Channel 7redigious nationalist Israeli
channel, that Bush was taken to Masada and nbetéViestern (the Wailing) Wall in
Jerusalem, deemed too controversial. He quotesamadlalyst Dr. Lerner who
estimates that

® Talkbacks of “Bush at the Knesset. Masada will emevfall again” on Ynet,
http://www.haaretz.co.il/misc/1.1324791. All traaisbns from the Hebrew are mine.
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instead of visiting places associated with Israetlsirth or ancient life — the
idea is a photo op at a place remembered in historthe group of Jews who
committed suicide rather than fall captive to ttefans’

Heavily emphasized and depreciated, Masada as<@estory is contrasted to life,
understood as the ancient roots of the land ofelsexhibiting the historical
continuity that is at the heart of the State’s tiegacy. It is also contrasted with the
rebirth expressed not so much in the creation efSkate of Israel, than in 1967
conquered localities such as East Jerusalem dCdlre of the Patriarchs in Hebron.
The symbolic places of Jewish sacred life, andeh@ories deemed to be part of the
Great Israel, are thus promoted at the expendeeo$dcular Zionist myth that never
conquered the heart of the orthodox Jews. The nessianic Zionism plays down
the myth on which the State fed during many yeagplacing it with its own
mythology.

The suicide motif is also ironically used against Bimert, who was talking at the
time about his plans to negotiate a peace treatly thie Palestinians — entailing
territorial concessions concerning part of the poed territories viewed by the
religious nationalists as belonging by divine rightthe Jews. «PM Olmert, whose
critics warn he is following a suicidal path withet Palestinians, is going to visit
Masada with Bush»ll§id.) : this ironic comment is an interesting occuresiof the
use of the Masada analogy to condemn a plan ofepeade achieved through
negotiation and compromises. It shows how the dalailimension of the Masada
story that provides many analogies for the arguatent of the left (thalove3, can
be used as a polemical tool against the peace ggamnounced as a major mistake
leading to self-destruction.

This right wing article is echoed on April 15, 20@8 the leftist main columnist of
Ha-aretz, Akiba Eldar, under the title: «Don’t goMasada»).Eldar’s criticism on
the choice of Masada for Bush's official visit edi on completely different
arguments. His main point is to present the Masstday as a tale of suicidal
extremism. Suggesting to organize a touMaada-Nowhe drily states:

If Olmert insists on providing a close-up examiaatiof the legend of brutal
and pointless Jewish radicalism, it is not necgsgadrag Bush to the shores
of the Dead Seallid.)

Army officers can show the US President what isigan in the occupied territories,
including settlers trapped in dangerous places tdaeyot leave for want of means,
mortal gaps in the Separation Fence that are Ip#noto accommodate the
Extremists’ annexation plans, segregated roadsveséo Jews that make them into
easy prey for terrorist attacks, etc. The journdfiss uses the Masada analogy in an
unexpected way: he attacks a faulty politics ofupation that has actually turned
different places into a besieged Masada for thesJéwother words, a new Masada
situation has been created under the pressure @xtinemist right wing settlers. The
warning issued in this article makes an additionaé of Masada: it strongly
expresses the necessity for the Israeli governmeatled by Olmert to keep away
from the extremists who bring about this suicidalation:

* www.israelnationalnews.com/Neidewsaspx/125856
® http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/opinion/doma-to-masada-1.243916
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A Prime Minister who believes that if we do notueamost of the territories,
Israel is “done for”, should not allow himself te bed by a fundamentalist
minority, whose belief in a supreme power ignoesdity. There is nothing for
Olmert at Masadallgid.)

The conflicting uses of Masada show how two oppogedties promoting
incompatible values and contradictory politics, dduminate and exploit various
dimensions of a quite malleable analogy. Followthg example set by the 70s
debates, the demythologized Masada story is, hawewestly used to denounce the
uncompromising attitude of the right. This lineafjument was maintained during
the last ten years: many articles, blogs and takbaee in the stiff and stubborn
attitude of Israel towards the Israeli-Palestingamflict an imminent danger to the
State. The interpretation of Masada as a storyodédative suicide deriving from
faulty politics is used as an argument againstpilesent government and its head,
Benyamin Netanyahu. In our days, writes Uri Yzhmahis 2011 essay, some people
reject the idea of Masada as an example of heraisthrather see it as story of
«superfluous extremism that eventually led to asmasssacre without achieving
any worthy political purpose» (YZHAR 2011: 6). Foim, it is the right wing’'s
obstinate attitude of refusal that leads Israelptditical isolation, to «a crazy
Masada» lpid.) — a state of siege and a collective suicidghabthe vision of a new
Masada is no more a fantasyi( 152). The analogy with Masada emphasizes here
gratuitous and sterile political extremism, as wealk suicidal behavior.
Demythologized, Masada illustrates a mistakenuaktitrather than an act of heroism
or a threatening situation of besiegement.

An even more catastrophist use of Masada appeabliog called «Crazy country»,
where Adam Keller writes on July 16, 2011: «Frommegation to generation,
Jerusalem was not forgotten. But the Masada mentaksn’'t forgotten neither»
(KELLER 2011). Denouncing the interpretation of asmticism as a sign of anti-
Semitism, warning against the politicians who ooére for their own rating, and
against the settlers in the occupied territories vemjoy excessive rights, Keller
announces the comirtgunamithat will sweep everything away. He even evokes an
apocalyptic vision of the land engulfed in an ato@xplosion coming from Dimona
(the Israeli atomic plant), and dryly finishes ¢ tstatement that «Masada number
2» IS no touristic attraction. Masada thus refeysatmentality built on self-
righteousness and arrogant disregard for the conwedfare, culminating in self
destruction and disaster.

In this perspective, an article called «Masadal studlfall again — indeed?»

deals with the refusal of the Israeli governmedtlg Bibi (Netanyahu), Lieberman
and Ishay to comply with American demands to stop luilding in the occupied
territories and East Jerusalem. It also stigmatizpslitics that deepens the divisions
among Israelis (as well as among Palestiniansplddeg these fatal divisions —
namely, the so-calletebanonizationof the area, and the growing disagreement
between Israel and the United States - the autbded Regev, wonders: «What
motivates these people to ‘commit suicide’? Ish# suicidal instinct proper to the
defenders of Masada?». As we can see, the sugide more a heroic reaction to a
desperate situation, but a politics of internal axtérnal division freely adopted, and
blind to the inevitable results of its mistaken icks.

® http://www.amitologit.mysay.co.il/articles/Show/te.aspx?articlePl=aaajtc
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We can find these polemical uses in comments orepieode of the flotilla and the
subsequent crisis with Turkey. A blog on the saoigext chooses the title: «Crisis
between Israel and Turkey: are we going back toada®y. The author talks not

only about the Marmara, but also about the fadtttigovernment is not taking any
political initiative to minimize Israel’s isolatiom the international arena.

We can call it a Masada policy, the bottom linewbich is liberty or suicide. A
country behaving as if the West was the Roman gmrdflavius Silva and the
Israel leader Elazar Ben Yair, leaves the Jews witly one possibility: the
destiny of the thousand besieged in Masdtid. §

The author insists on self-inflicted siege — askihdsrael intends to solve the
problem by closing up the sky with Iron domes (temw Israeli anti-missiles).
Quoting Ben Yair's discourse about the dishonor iamga Jewish women and the
slavery to be imposed on their children, he decant the historical analogy: Israel
is not in the same situation and has quite othesipdities than the ones suggested
by Ben Yair, so that political and economic suicgleould be no option for the
Jewish State. Thus Masada is also taken as an infagjege originating not from
external imperatives, but rather from the crazyigien to lock oneself up. The
besiegement is what the Israelis, and not theaeitsorld, inflict upon themselves.
When evoking uncompromising politics leading toadier, Masada mainly refers to
the Masada complex discussed from the 70s and dtened by Bar-Tal as the
Masada syndrome or the besieged mentality. A pepétled: «Gaza besieged —
Israel under siege, from individual complex to eotlve psychosis» (6.6.2010) takes
this psychological angle at the basis of Bar-Tasearch to blame Netanyahu,
diagnosed as suffering from a persecution compheixas a result, imposing siege on
Gaza — and on Israel. The Masada syndrome of sonthe dsraeli leaders expresses
itself in bravery, on the one hand, and the feelivaj everyone is against us, on the
other hand — thus submitting Israel to persondubiations leading to a harmful
political agenda. Hanan Nave (12.09.2011, Ynet)kemaa more sophisticated
reference to the Masada syndrome in order to izdtilsraelis’ obsessions rather than
the leaders’ psychology. The people of Israel fagla tiny threatened country
surrounded by enemies — as a famous Israeli saisgtplihe whole world is against
us— and, the author adds, we like it this waygqithe title of the paper). According
to him, the perpetual fear of being isolated ammgdaby an existential threat can only
lead to a hazardous policy since «there is nothindose». Instead of favoring
moderate political decisions and compromises, pushing towards inconsiderate
actions that can bring about a serious deteriaradiothe situation. This analysis is
applied to the case of the crisis with Turkey after episode of the Marmara flotilla,
the main claim being that the Masada syndrome makd#dficult to give up, to
compromise, or to apologize — an attitude thataray make things worse.

This paper in Ynet, a widely read online news Wehsvas followed by abundant
talkbacks (296 as of April 13, 2012) that displayedsistent dissensions around the
interpretations and the uses of the Masada anaf®gye of the posts supported the
author, claiming that «Bibi and Lieberman lead aisatsecond Masada» (meaning
suicide and destruction). Other posts denied tig netion of aMasada syndrome
pointing out that the whole world being againstisia fact, and not a complex — a
position already voiced in the 70s when Golda wesused of having a Masada

" http://davidmerhav.wordpress.com7
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complex. One of the internet users emphasized «h&tsada and siege are not a
syndrome but a bitter reality». Another wrote: séems to me that whoever is not
experiencing a Masada syndrome nowadays is theensae. Or that he is a perfect
idiot — or a PhD in communication at Sapir Collegewthisflametypical of online
exchanges, the erudite exploitation of the Masgddreme is condemned as lack of
realism and blindness, but it also expresses titation caused by harsh criticism
upon Israeli politics. These reactions clearly cdinoen the right wing — the first
internet user bluntly accuses the left unable tpesti the surrounding reality, and
rejoices in the fact that most of the people whallyafinished school can read the
map better than the learned writer obsessed wiithéd such as «conquered
territory» or «domination of another people». Thhe Masada syndromeas a
denunciation of a siege mentality entailing wrordigies, is rejected as part of a
leftist terminology stereotyping and thwarting therounding world. The leftists are
in turn accused of developingstockholm syndrom@ reference to the Nobel Prize
for Peace). Eventually, the leftists are definedragors: one of the internet users
asks whether, «in order to get out of Masada, @sad collaborate with the enemy».
Such is the polemical debate between the right wiegying the reinterpretation of
Masada as a syndrome, and the leftists who seeeitMasada story an episode of
mistaken behavior leading to self-inflicted isadatiand international hostility, and
an intransigent and uncompromising policy the ttes@ilwhich can only end in
disaster.

The same references to Masada as an example afsigent, suicidal behavior are
made at the moment of Mahmud Abbas’ propositiomeilmognize the Palestinian
State at the UN in 2011. In «Bibi's Masada comp)exe can read:

Instead of trying to prevent the catastrophe angitsrael after the September
vote at the UN through negotiations without preisites and the presentation
of a real map, Bibi prefers to put the whole coyntrito a state of Masada
syndrome (everybody is against us as we already’sai

Netanyahu, as prime Minister and head of the nght party “Likud”, appears as a
privileged target of the references to Masada. Mmi$ind violent attacks against his
speech in Congress on May 24, 2011 when, follovaeingeriod of tension with the
Obama administration, Netanyahu addressed the AarerCongress to make the
case for Israel and present his point of view om tbnflict resolution. A paper
entitled «Bibi's Masada Complex» by Ari Shavithia-aretzdepicts Netanyahu as a
very gifted speaker, but as a politician who digplao generosity and does not know
how to make a breakthrough: he stands before thiel wbke the rock of Masada».
According to Shavit, he does not know how to defdra Jewish Israeli existence:
seeing the coming downfall of Israel in the areaexurity and politics, he “delivers
a grand Masada speech”. Here, the Masada physicklserves as a metaphor for
political inflexibility, and the speech of ElazaeB Yair that brought about mass
suicide as an analogy for Netanyahu’s brilliant lethal rhetoric.

The same blame comes from a Palestinian IsraeliaRent member, Mohamed
Bracha from the Hadash Party who, on May 30, 2@alled Netanyahu's speech
«the Masada speech of the head of the realm ofte&Bpafrhis means for him «a
speech of conquest and a speech defying Histogpe&ch of going with your head
against the wall». If Netanyahu is a brilliant dggraand addresses the Americans in

® http://cafe.themarker.com/post/2263407/
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excellent English, «he is nonetheless an illitenatall that concerns the language of
the area». Here again, Masada and Elazar Ben Yairde a paradigm of dangerous
rhetorical speech, covering up a total misundedstenof the situation. Moreover,
Bracha connects Masada to Sparta, deliberately Imghgivo completely different
references: a small group of besieged Jews fightiegpowerful Roman army, and
the tremendous military power of the Greek citySplarta. The emphasis is not put
any more on Israel's helplessness in a despetai&isn, but on the contrary, on its
strong military power characterized by a total laflsensitivity?

For the left, one more element of the Masada staligwing for a severe
denunciation of the present situation is the faman of the Sicarii, to whom explicit
references are made. In this analogy relying ordémythologization of Masada, the
defenders of the fortress are no more (falsely3gmeed as worthy Jews or Zealots,
but as the fanatic sect depicted by Josephus EaVitey provide an analogy with
contemporary groups who, by their national andyrelis extremism, are destroying
the country. In an essay published online, Uri tazhantions

the people among us who have messianic expectatiomsextremists and the
Sicarii who will do anything, including violence @political assassination, in
order to cause the failure of any attempt at malitisettlement with the
Palestinians, at pacifying the area and improvisgadl's status in the
international community. (IZHAR 2012: 6)

A report written by a peace organization about dtlceupied territories and put
online, denounces the so-called Judea and Sanwtiers and their blunt rejection
of any kind of compromise: in their eyes, «eaclacan is Masada» - meaning they
are ready to defend to the bitter end each timgdl settlement made up of one or
two caravans that the government wants to dismaait®ther example of such
extremism can be found in Marzel's (a well-knowrtreme right activist) statement
about Hebron: when the journalist Nahum Barnea &sis «what is Hebron for
you?» he answers «for me, Hebron is Masada - tke dttion» (Barnea
1999 [1993]): 247).

An article entitled «The Lords of the Land: the Mda Syndroméexdrawing again
on Bar-Tal's formula, develops a comparison betwtgsnactual occupiers of the
conquered territories and the extremists who, 3@0s ago, were fighting not only
against the Romans but also against the moderate defined as collaborators. The
new settlers are presented in sharp contrast téstheli citizens living in the 1967
borders. In this strong polarization (analogoughe conflict between the global
Jewish population and the Sicarii in tHécentury AD), they are depicted as fanatics
living by their own law and trying to impose on tivbole country their nationalist
and messianic program (meaning the adoption ofigioes ideology linked to the
Greater Israel, annexation of the Palestiniantteres, refusal to negotiate with the
Arabs...). They are thus said to lead the countryatmther Masada: if no
government can stop them, the author states, tiielgrimg upon Israel another 2000
years of exile. This discourse echoes various pt®tagainst a government too
compliant towards the extremists who break thedaa force their views on national
decisions (we could already find it in Eldar's wiagn to previous Prime Minister
Olmert). Thus the reference to Masada and the iSigareils a fracture between the

*http://www.reader.co.il/article/65587/%D7%90%D7%I3%8695%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%94%D7
%90%D7%A8%D7%A5%D7%AA%D7%A1%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%0ART%9E%D7
%A6%D7%93%D7%94
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left and what the latter perceives as the extragig,rand fuels an internal polemics
on the policy to be adopted in the territories amred in 1968.

Another, less expected use of Masada is the andlegyyeen the Masada fighters
and the Palestinians, or between the Masada sieftha situation in Palestine. This
iIs a complete reversal of the original analogy tpate birth to the myth, since it is
applied to the enemy and inverts the roles of #sdged and the besiegers. It can be
compared to the reversal of the mythical David-&dblianalogy in a situation where
Israel has the military power. Interestingly enoud$ source is to be found in the
IDF operation against Jenin in 2002, when the wid¢ under siege and dead corpses
were lying in the streets. The Israeli officersladl the fight «the Palestinian
Masada» — a label at once reported by the much Ieaeli newspaper Ydiot
Aharonot.

The analogy between Masada and the Palestinians lsack at the time of operation
Cast Lead, a 3-week armed conflict during which iraelis attacked the strip of
Gaza governed by Hamas in order to stop rocketifito Israel and smuggling of
arms into Gaza. It started on December 27, 2008JaDnary 6, 2009, we can find in
the Marker café a blog entitled «Masada/Gaza weill &gain*°, developing the
analogy between the two situations: the authorj, Meites about a heroism in Gaza
that reminds him of the heroic tale of Masada: «ihing inside us cries out a cry of
a 2000 year old heroism and determination that am fond now in our beaten
brothers in Gaza». Quoting Elazar Ben Yair's sw@cspeech, he proposes to
remember the Israelis’ self praise at the begimiofyjthe State so that they «can
respect those whom they Kkill and lead to a hertuipid and painful suicide». In his
mind, the Hamas is an image of both the human la@@xtremist inside the Israelis
themselves. This is more than a simple revers#h@imythical analogy: instead of
presenting the Israelis as the Romans and thetiPédes as the Masada fighters, the
author puts face to face two adversaries linkea Isyrong resemblance to which he
wants to draw our attention.

This post has been followed by talkbacks, someheit irritated («tell the people
daily targeted by rockets»), some sympathetic $«ploint of view opens new venues
for understanding»). One of the participants, 8arithowever, engages in a long
dialogue where the two internet users set out talyae the relevance or the
fallacious nature of the analogy and contrast thews on the argument’s validity
and the opponent’s flawed logic. Saritel deniesahalogy on the grounds that:
Hamas cannot be compared to the Jews on Masadaseeatavants to free the whole
of the sacred land of Palestine, whereas the Jelusodl want to occupy Rome; their
behavior is one of hatred and murder, they killoicent children — the connection is
not with the defenders of Masada but rather with Nazis; they do not fight until
death, they are running away (the Hamas leader®idfept hidden). The Israelis
cannot be compared with the Romans because the segot due to a desire to
occupy the land and dominate a people, it is meaptit an end to terror and to arms
smuggling aimed at destroying Israel; the Israeldigers do not behave like the
Romans — if the Hamas attacked a much stronger\eriem because they believed
the Jews are weak and merciful; Sarit quotes adeaby Dershowitz explaining,
«Israel should be commended for its self-defensgnagterrorism» at a time when
there are nests of terror everywhere — which wdsh® case in Masada. In short,
Saritel accuses her opponent of fallacy, due tosiymerficiality and ignorance of

19 http://cafe.themarker.com/topic/819358/
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Hamas’ true objectives. She considers that suctargamentation by fallacious
analogy is the mark of a dangerous naivety.

Neri, in turns, sets out to justify his analogyarsystematic way, refuting the claim
that it is a fallacy, namely, an argument that appas logically valid on the surface,
but is faulty. He points out that the Hamas milisariike the defenders of Masada,
are fighting a much stronger power with the betteit God will help them. With
their smuggled arms, they cannot destroy Israeilly-lourt it, just as 2000 years ago,
the Masada people could not destroy Rome. Howekier,vision of sacrifice can
lead the people to fight until the bitter end -stisi the model of Masada that can be
repeated by the aggressive and violent Hamas aexpenses of the Palestinian
people. The enemy does believe that the Palestiniabbed of their land will
eventually re-conquer it through a strategy of ifiaer He interprets this behavior as
bravery, just as the new born State of Israel saMasada a tale of heroism and
sacrifice. Neri suggests that Hamas does not decipghtly the situation — just as
the Masada defenders did not see the future agatitiem. Thus the Hamas leaders
can lead their people to destruction and exile ikkMasada: the Israelis can destroy
them just as Rome destroyed the Jews (Neri exhifsgdRoman bas-relief showing
the destruction of Jerusalem and the enslavinghef tews). As a whole, the
proponent wants to bring his reader to a new aveserthe danger for the Jews to be
like the Romans toward the Palestinians assimilaiigid the Masada defenders. He
invites his interlocutor to perceive the humanifyttee enemy by understanding that
attacks on Israel are heroism in their eyes, jssiMasada was heroism for the
Israelis. By seeing the analogy between oneselfthadother, one can reconsider
one’s attitude toward 1,5 million «unlucky peoplece more locked up in prison
without having committed any personal offenséisid()

The adversaries try to present their argumentshernvalidity of the analogy in the
forms of successive and reasoned points. It isdoubt, an interesting polemical
exchange engaging a discussion on the Masada hexglt when applied to the
Palestinians. It shows the objective of this inegranalogy: bring about a capacity of
understanding the enemy. It also shows the vialesattions it can elicit among the
Israeli audience. The latter is further illustratgdthe indignant response made by a
blogger to the growing uses of the inverted analogfyveen the Palestinians and the
Masada freedom fighters: Rivka Berkovitz (6.6.2002) writer for children,
exclaimed that the heroism of the Masada Jews ¢abroequated with the
Palestinian suicide attacks, because the Jews atikilh the babies and innocent
children of the Romans. In her eyes, those who dsash a thwarted analogy
between the «Masada heroes» and the «Palestiniaterats» are «haters of Israel»
and stupid and ignorant people. It is interestimgde how the use of the analogy for
the Palestinian case revives the heroic tale ofadady trying or refusing to apply it
to the other side.

5. Conclusion

The debate around the meaning and present impliatf the Masada story, as well
as its various analogical uses, show how the @igration of a shared myth feeds an
ongoing controversy. Rather than an occasion ofledgtic discourse reinforcing
national identity and common values toward actibe, Masada episode becomes a
cultural reference exploited in political controsies. As a reservoir of conflicting
analogies, it contributes to deepen the dissensh@rpens the divisions between
ideologies and parties, transforming the debatearppolemical exchange founded on

13



RIFL (2012) vol. 6, n. 3: 1-15
DOI 10.4396/20121202

polarization, disqualifying of the adversary, arabgionate stance taking. From this
perspective, however, it is important to point that even in raging controversies
over the present and future of the State, the Masagth keeps its capacity to
provide the opponents with a common ground. It ttuties a platform on which
they can confront conflicting views and fight fdretr own solutions. Thus, on the
one hand, the rhetorical uses of Masada preverftictoresolution by exhibiting
incompatible premises and agendas, and by disgumgifthe adversaries. On the
other hand, they display an eagerness to discessnanon future on the basis of a
common history and cultural imaginary, and to mandgagreements by verbal
confrontation in the media, namely, by sharing #aene national space without
physical outbursts of violence.
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