
I first wondered about the meaning of the desert for Israelis when 
reading about the emerging tradition of trekking to Masada in the 1940s 
and 1950s. I already knew about the dangerous and strenuous character 
of those early excursions in the desert, but was surprised by participants’ 
expressions of strong attachment to the desert landscape and admiration 
of its wild nature. In Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of 
Israeli National Tradition I analyzed this practice as a secular pilgrimage that 
enhanced the heroic interpretation of Masada and its ascent as a national 
myth. But I remained intrigued by the unresolved tension between the 
positive view of the desert articulated by some of those participants and 
the negative approach to it that was at the core of the Zionist settlement 
mission. As a child growing up in Israel in the 1950s, I learned that making 
the desert bloom was Israelis’ national goal. On Fridays, during kabbalat 
Shabbat (the welcoming of the Sabbath), each child made a small donation 
to the Jewish National Fund as a personal contribution to the “redemption 
of the land.” The performance of this ritual in the public school marked 
the transition from profane time to the sacred domain. Yet within this in-
terpretive framework, which emphasized national redemption, the desert 
stood for a symbolic wasteland whose value appeared to be conditional on 
its future transformation into a settled land.

The idea that the desert might be an interesting topic for a major 
research project was triggered by my realization that the Israeli perception 
of the desert is more complex than the discourse of settlement suggests. 
In my earlier work, I had been fascinated by the complexities of cultural 
interpretations of the past, and this represented a spatial turn in my re-
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search. It also marked a move from studying what the culture consciously 
foregrounds to addressing a topic that has remained at the background of 
cultural awareness. At the same time, however, this work also reveals an im-
portant continuity with my earlier writing. The study of how Israeli Jewish 
society processes its relation to space is intimately connected to memory, 
and the analysis of discursive references to the desert in the pre-state period 
soon led me to explore it as a symbolic landscape rather than merely focus-
ing on the geographical desert. In time, I realized that an underlying theme 
in all my various research projects on Israeli memory, identity, and space is 
the study of cultural ambiguities and their broader political implications.

I did not consciously focus on my own experiences with the desert 
until I was already deeply involved in this study. As a teenager, hiking in 
the desert was part of my Masada experience, though the most lasting im-
pression that I took away from it was waking up in the predawn hours to 
climb up the mountain and watch the sunrise from the top. It was from that 
vantage point that I first remember appreciating the beauty of the desert 
landscape and the Dead Sea. My experience of ambivalence about the desert 
did not occur until my military service, a mandatory duty for Israeli Jewish 
men and women at the age of eighteen. Upon completing officers’ training, 
I was given the opportunity to choose where I would serve, and southern 
Sinai was one of the options. I did not hesitate for a moment in selecting this 
destination. Southern Sinai was the farthest point from anything with which 
I was familiar, and I was to be the only female officer there, in charge of the 
female soldiers, welfare, and education. I lived in a desert area that seemed 
better suited to a beach resort than a military camp. I had some interaction 
with the Bedouins of that area, and a few times joined Israeli physicians 
flying to other remote sites in the Sinai Peninsula to provide medical aid to 
Bedouins living there. Yet at the time, it never occurred to me to reflect on 
the political dimension of the situation or how the Bedouins might see me, 
a woman in uniform who was part of a military presence that was imposed 
on them, even as we distributed medications to help them.

My romantic view of the desert radically changed when I moved to the 
middle of the Sinai Peninsula to serve as a welfare officer for a combat unit 
stationed there. Here the landscape was the desolate desert, with its extreme 
climate and difficult living conditions, and we were surrounded by sand that 
penetrated our clothes, food, and lodging. More than anything else, how-
ever, being there during the so-called War of Attrition with Egypt was my 
first direct exposure to the personal price individuals pay for participating in 
combat. One of my duties as a welfare officer was to visit the wounded on  
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behalf of my unit, and it was a profoundly unsettling experience. My encoun-
ters with those young men suffering from severe burns and amputated limbs 
or struggling with rehabilitation shaped my later political views.

My initial idea for this book about the desert was more conceptual and 
textual, yet my Israeli historian colleagues insisted that one cannot discuss 
the tension between the desert and settlement without addressing the reality 
on the ground. I have followed the path they suggested in order to present 
a more grounded portrayal of the Negev desert, a choice that cost me a few 
additional years of work in reshaping the book. At times, I felt that my 
personal experience had become a metaphorical reenactment of the bibli-
cal wandering in the desert (though I hoped that my experience would not 
last as long as the biblical model). During this time, I took a few detours to 
work on other projects, yet eventually returned to my trek through the desert  
materials. This book is thus the culmination of a long journey, although 
relevant developments continue to unfold, defying any sense of closure.

My work on the desert is inseparable from the memory of a close col-
league and friend, Michael Feige, who was killed in a terrorist attack on a 
Tel Aviv restaurant in June 2016. Michael and I shared our fascination with 
Israeli memory, memorial sites and rituals of commemoration; the intersec-
tion of archeology, nationalism, and politics; and the perceptions of the land 
in Israeli culture. Michael and I would meet whenever I was in Israel and 
spend hours discussing our current research projects, inevitably dwelling 
on Israeli politics and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. When I wanted to do 
fieldwork in the desert, Michael, who lived with his wife Nurit and their 
three daughters on Ben-Gurion University’s Sde Boker campus in the Negev 
at the time, facilitated my stay there. In our last meeting, in a café in Tel Aviv, 
he promised to read the final manuscript of this book before I submitted 
it to the press. He never got to read the entire manuscript, though he was 
familiar with some of its parts. The book is dedicated to his memory, with 
profound sadness that his life was cut short by the violence of a conflict he 
believed should be resolved, and appreciation for his scholarship, which will 
continue to benefit future generations.

Several institutions have helped me during my work on this book. The 
Ben-Gurion Research Institute for the Study of Israel and Zionism at Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev provided me with a welcoming environment 
and a home base when I stayed there in the winter of 2005. I returned to 
Sde Boker over the years to participate in conferences and workshops, and 
hope to continue to do so. Residents of the Negev shared with me their 
thoughts about the desert and their relationship with it, and their insights 
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enriched my study. Rutgers University, my academic home base, generously 
supported my research. It was at the Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Stud-
ies at the University of Pennsylvania, where I was a fellow, that the seeds 
of this project were planted, and the Institute for Advanced Studies at the 
Hebrew University in Jerusalem provided a fellowship for further research 
that became a part of this book. The research group on contested memories 
sponsored by the Allen and Joan Bildner Center for the Study of Jewish Life 
at Rutgers provided an enriching intellectual and collegial framework that was 
particularly valuable during the final phase of writing this book. My special 
thanks to Karen Small, Arlene Goldstein, and Sherry Endick, who have been 
such an important part of my work experience at the Bildner Center and 
have created a friendly and supportive environment throughout these years.

I am indebted to my colleagues David Biale, Derek Penslar, Galit 
Hasan-Rokem, Erez Tzfadia, Jonathan Gribetz, Ilan Troen, Ziva Galili, 
Berel Lang, Yaacov Yadgar, and two anonymous readers who helped me 
with insightful comments and references during various stages of this work. 
Ilanit Ben-Dor, who wrote her master’s thesis on the individual farms in the 
Negev, was tremendously helpful in an early phase of this project; and Batia 
Donner, whose pioneering work on visual representations of Israeli culture 
provided inspiration for my own work, generously shared her insights and 
suggestions. Dvir Tzur, Lee Rotbart, and Einav Melamed assisted me in my 
research during early phases of this project, and Itai Artzi provided most 
valuable assistance during the critical phase of shaping the final manuscript. 
Finally, the friendship of Janet Theophano, Rivi Peer, Ilanit Palmon, and 
Orit Zaslavsky has helped sustain me in so many ways during this period. I 
am indebted to all.

As always, my family has been the most crucial source of encour-
agement and strength. Eviatar, my life partner, has been there as a rock 
through life’s blessings and its challenges. His love and belief in my work, 
even when I myself doubted it, have been a constant support, and I have 
benefited tremendously from our endless conversations about ideas and 
insights around the coffee table and during long walks. My daughter Noga 
and my son Noam have been cherished sources of love, wisdom, and good 
humor that I can hardly take for granted; my son-in-law, Dave, extended 
himself well beyond the call of duty by reading an early draft of the manu-
script and giving me his careful and thoughtful comments; and my future 
daughter-in-law, Kristin, is wisely joining our family in time to celebrate 
the bringing of this work to completion.
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