DE GRUYTER

OLDENBOURG

Eliezer Ben-Rafael, Julius H. Schoeps,
Yitzhak Sternberg, Olaf Glockner (Eds.)

HANDBOOK OF ISRAEL.:
MAJOR DEBATES

TWO VOLUMES



Handbook of Israel: Major Debates



Scientific Advisory Board
Majid Al-Haj

Gad Barzilai

Pierre Birnbaum
Judit Bokser Liwerant
Chantal Bordes-Benayoun
Christina von Braun
Sergio DellaPergola
Alain Dieckhoff
Menachem Friedman
Yosef Gorny

Eva lllouz

Amal Jamal

Shalom Ratzabi
Shulamit Reinharz
William Safran
Gershon Shafir
Gabriel Sheffer
Sammy Smooha
Zeev Sternhell
Shmuel Trigano
Karin Wilhelm



Handbook of
Israel:
Major Debates

Edited by Eliezer Ben-Rafael, Julius H. Schoeps,
Yitzhak Sternberg and Olaf Gléockner

Editorial Manager: Anne Weberling

Volume 1

Part A: Cleavages

DE GRUYTER
OLDENBOURG



The project “Handbook of Israel: Major Debates” has been generously
funded by the Moses Mendelssohn Foundation, Erlangen/Berlin.

ISBN 978-3-11-035160-6

e-ISBN (PDF) 978-3-11-035163-7

e-ISBN (EPUB) 978-3-11-038338-6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A CIP catalog record for this book has been applied for at the Library of
Congress.

Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der

Deutschen Nationalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind im
Internet Uber http://dnb.dnb.de abrufbar.

© 2016 Walter de Gruyter GmbH, Berlin/Boston
Cover image: thinkstock, alexdndz
Typesetting: bsix information exchange GmbH, Braunschweig

www.degruyter.com


http://dnb.dnb.de/
http://www.degruyter.com/

Foreword

Israel is one of the most disputed settings in the world. Its
presence in the media is incommensurate with its geographic
and demographic size. Any event in the region, any incident
within or without, is immediately the focus of attention from
the world media. The Israelis themselves are, as a rule, avid
consumers of news who debate among themselves the
significance of almost every issue reaching the public agenda.
The opinions are anything but consensual: the harshest
oppositions, denials, and confrontations animate the country’s
public life, and beyond it, the Jewish world as a whole in
tandem with world opinion.

This is the context in which this Handbook is aimed at
presenting major issues that divide the academic community
with respect to the analysis of Israeli society. It consists of
thirteen topics grouped into three parts — “Cleavages,” “The
Challenge of Post-Zionism,” and “Israel Outward” — that
discuss questions ranging from the nature of Israeli democracy
to the role of religion in the state and society. For each topic,
we present high-standard contributions from most experienced
and renowned scholars working on the various aspects
considered. These scholars represent a range of prevailing
contradictory views of the issues under consideration. For each
topic, several scholars were asked to contribute an essay
revealing their perspective.

In this complex task, we are grateful to the members of the
Scientific Advisory Board of the Handbook, and of course to
De Gruyter Oldenbourg for its encouragement and kind
readiness to extend the utmost help all along this long-term
undertaking. We wish to thank Diana Rubanenko for her
efficient work on translations and language editing and her
continuous agreeable and cooperative disposition.

Last but not least, the academic editors of this handbook
are immensely grateful to the Editorial Manager, Anne



Weberling, for her dedicated, most efficient and outstanding
work on this project.
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General Introduction

A case of interest

In many respects, Israel is a highly complex societal case. To
validate this assessment, it suffices to consider the very
premises that led to its creation.

Israel is a state that was founded by Jews with the declared
intention of creating a homeland for Jews dispersed across the
world. In this, Zionists saw themselves as the “vanguard” of
the Jewish people and, as such, they defined themselves as
firmly anchored in Judaism. Zionism thus fully endorsed the
principle of the religion-people unity that has always been of

primordial importance in Judaism.! For historical Judaism,
religious faith circumscribed the contours of the Jewish people
and determined its collective uniqueness. “The Jews,” says

Saadia Gaon,” “are a people only thanks to their Torah (God’s
teachings).” Religious commandments also required allegiance
to the Land of Israel as both the past and the destiny of the
people. On the other hand, Jewish monotheism represented a
universalistic horizon: the Jews saw themselves as carrying the
teaching of the universal God. This contradiction of the
particularism of the People of God and the universalism of
God led to the vision that the Jewish nation’s redemption
signifies, by the same token, the redemption of the world. In
this, the Jewish people constituted the “Chosen People,” and
its observance of divine obligations would redeem humanity:
in brief, a superior caste system® merging language, ideas, and
symbols, with given individual practices, behavioral patterns,
and institutional features. The term “caste” responds to what
Dumont (1977) considers as an entity that sees itself as part of
a larger system in which its aspirations have general
“transcendental” impacts.

With the advent of the modern era and Jewish
emancipation, many Jews began examining the “deep



structures” of Jewish identity in new ways, and questioned the
validity of traditional assessments. The first question was
whether Jews were still primarily a religious entity — as
asserted over centuries — or rather a social and cultural
community. A second question inquired about the present-day
singularity of the collective. Growing cohorts of Jews now
saw in Judaism essentially a culture, a set of symbols, and a
historical legacy rather than a religion. A third question
concerned the allegiance to the Land of Israel and the
definition of any location outside it as galut, i.e., exile. Some
Jews wondered whether that token is a metaphor for the quest
for a genuine and secure home. Out of the numerous

approaches to these three issues* — from Enlightenment and
Reform to the Bund — Zionism would in time take the lead

among a large part of the Jewish world.’

Zionism proposed a national solution. From the traditions,
it retained the definition of Jewish life outside the land as
“exile,” but instead of relying on observance of the religious
commandments in the hope that the “Messiah will come,” it
called for the resettlement of Jews in the ancient Land of
Isracl. To a certain extent, Zionism borrowed this association
of nationhood and territory from European nationalisms that
effectively corresponded to traditional Judaism’s longing for

“Return.”® This phrasing of traditional aspirations in a mode
of modern nationalism appealed to large circles of Jewish
youth in Eastern Europe, who conducted a kind of
transformation by translating the traditional codes into a set of
new practical exigencies.

Yet, through the very break with traditional Judaism by
seeking redemption independent of religious devotion,
Zionism remained attached to Judaism’s basic identity
exigencies. It offered a secular and political alternative to the
religious aspiration of Return, toward the “Promised Land.” In
other words, Zionism exited the caste syndrome, but not
Judaism. This move, however, was also — and still 1s — a
source of acute polemics: the ultra-Orthodox have not only
opposed Zionism, they have also joined it, de facto, by
constituting what is by now an important component of the
population. This segment continues — under new terms and



conditions — to fight on behalf of the status and influence of
traditional Judaism among Jews worldwide, and especially in
Israel where they found the ideal conditions for flourishing.

In at least one respect, Zionism is at a disadvantage vis-a-
vis traditional Judaism. The caste model links the redemption
of the Jews to that of the whole world; Zionism aspires to
Jewish redemption alone — the “normalization of the Jewish
people.” The price is the exposure of Zionism to the criticism
of those who see it as a form of “collective assimilation” into
the non-Jewish world on the basis of the latter’s principles.
The classic Zionist leaders responded by claiming that it was
their intention to build an “enlightened society” that would be
“a light unto the nations.” That was what “normalization of the

Jewish people” was about.” By taking up this challenge, that
combined modern secular contents with Jewish inspiration, the
Zionists presented an ideological alternative to the view of the
Jewish nation as the carrier of the promise of messianic
redemption.

One must of course add to those circumstances the impact
on culture and identity of the Shoah, a most, if not the most
dramatic event for the Jewish world experience ever. For any

Jew, it meant the destruction of a world.® For Zionists, that
event was first interpreted as the outcome of the precarity of
the diaspora condition, but because Zionism is inconceivable
without world Jewish solidarity, it could not avoid sustaining
the memory of the Shoah, and even built the very legitimacy
of the Zionist program on that memory, which inevitably

became part of the Jewish state’s rituals’ as a major marker of
the singularity of the Jewish contemporary experience. '’

And yet, ever since the first waves of Zionist immigrants
reached the country, new models were developing that dug a
divide between Diaspora Jewry and the Jews of Palestine (later
Israel) who wished to concretize the making of a “new Jewish
nation.” The primary model was the revival of Hebrew as the

legitimate national tongue!! and its development into a spoken
vernacular. Enjoying the status of the Jews’ biblical language
— used as such in every synagogue and at every festive event
anywhere in the Jewish world — Hebrew, now also used as a



vernacular, managed to impose itself on every newcomer.!?

Like Hebrew, many other traditional patterns were similarly
“modernized” and “‘secularized,” and given all-Jewish national

meanings.'> Through all these, Zionism could draw a
distinction between the “Jewish people” in general, and the
“Jewish nation” in the land.

In the opinion of most Zionist movements — leftist as well
as religious and rightist — their implementation would promote
a culturally unified nation based on the integration a la
jacobine of the hundreds of thousands of immigrants, from
dozens of different origins, who arrived in the late 1940s and

during the 1950s and 1960s.'* However, the efforts to unify
that new population linguistically and culturally contributed
both to integration and division: the unifying approaches
produced new distinctions. The “unifiers,” indeed, saw their
own culture and social models as those deserving of imitation
by others intent on integration, i.e., the models elaborated by
the “pioneer generation” and their offspring. The latter, more
particularly, the “native-born,” deemed themselves the “salt of
the earth,” who assumed the bulk of the security burden vis-a-
vis the Arab environment, and who shared a self-image of
“non-diasporic” Jews liberated from the stereotypes that they
themselves attached to Jews outside Israel.

Israeli culture, however, was still to undergo far-reaching
transformations over the decades. The collectivistic approach
that prevailed before independence and in early statehood
gradually left increasing room for statism and eventually, for
individualism. Statism means that the concept of “pioneer”
was redefined to address anyone who “contributed” to the state
in one way or another. Moreover, because Israel was born in
war, it awarded a place of honor to the armed forces and the
military elite. Mass immigration, that augmented the Jewish
population threefold within a decade, also brought in many
new groups with perspectives of their own. Last but not least,
immigration and wars strengthened the country’s relations

with the Jewish world.!?

As a result of all these, “nativeness” inevitably lost much
of its appeal, and the more so as the growing number of



Israelis born in the country depreciated the uniqueness of that
attribute. Hence, more than a few individuals who had not
internalized the sabra (nativist) version of Israeli culture (the
meaning of which has always remained quite vague), whether
they were born in Israel or elsewhere, have shown a tendency
to distance themselves from this culture. Moreover, an
important circumstance that increased that tendency even more
was the rampant “middle-classicization” of Israel that took
place as a consequence of the country’s development and

modernization.!©

Israel’s voluntary adoption of Western-style modernization
— 1.e., urbanization, expansion of education, and
professionalization — indeed constituted a determinant factor
of transformation. Members of the “1948 generation” (those
who fought the War of Independence) gradually mutated into
bureaucrats, politicians, and businesspeople. The original
disdain for languages other than Hebrew was replaced by a
strong aspiration to learn English, this epoch’s lingua franca,
that became Israel’s second language — if not its first in certain
areas of activity. English expressed, among other things,
Israel’s intense relations with the outside world while its own
language is spoken by one of the smallest national populations
on earth. In present-day Israel, English has become no less
than a marker of the privileged class.

These developments shed new light on Israel’s relations
with the Jewish Diaspora. Zionism, originally, dichotomized
the notions of Jewish peoplehood and Israeli nationhood: Jews
who live in Israel and for whom Jewishness is a primary
national identity receive, through that prism, a special status in
the Jewish world where Jews are firstly American, French, or

British.!” Over the years, however, this dichotomization has
moderated, as the proportion of Israeli Jews has grown to 40%
and more of world Jewry. Israelis, thereby, have ceased to
constitute a restricted elite. On the other hand, Zionism also
aspired to re-create a nation that fully integrates into its
environment — that is, the Middle East; its determination in
this respect cannot but weaken its ambition to head the Jewish
world outside Israel, that is concentrated in the West.



Thus far, we have not yet addressed the diversity of the
immigrants who arrived at different epochs, some from the
Muslim world, others from Eastern Europe, and others from
the West. Each of them altered the texture of the society and
made it different from what it was before. Moreover, over the
years, the minority of non-Jews, Muslim and Christian Arabs,
as well as the Druze and smaller groups gained a stronger
presence in society, and were more and more able to voice
their claims and become active actors in the societal scene.

Last but not least, a factor of tremendous significance for
Israel’s development is of course its continuing state of
belligerence with some of its neighbors, and above all, with
the Palestinians in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. This
conflictual condition, that is prolonged by internal dissensions
about which attitudes to adopt and articulate in this respect, is
also a matter of confrontation among Israelis.

No wonder that this extraordinary complexity, not to speak
of many other foci of disagreement, has sparked off harsh
debates between researchers who tried their hand at the
deciphering of Israeli reality.

A three-dimension structure

This work aspires to set the polemics raging in and around
Israel into a framework that orders and clarifies them. Our
intention is to respect each approach and grant it all the weight
it can obtain through the power of its arguments. With the aim
of making the discussions fruitful, we will however group
those different attitudes according to their thematic
convergences. We can indeed see three major axes of
discussions among scholars who study and argue about Israel.
One axis concerns cleavages. Revolving around this axis are
discussions about the divisions in Israeli society, their
contradictions, and the pressures they exert on the societal
entity as a whole. The works grouped here contribute a
spectrum of answers to the question of the extent to which
Israel constitutes a socially and culturally viable entity, in light
of the acrimonious disputes it experiences around basic issues,



where ambitious and determined actors confront each other.
This group of works constitutes Part A of this Handbook,
under the title “Cleavages,” and comprises Volume I.

The second axis consists of different and conflicting essays
about the wvarious aspects referring to the most burning
question on Israel’s agenda — its very legitimacy as a Jewish
state — and to the recent increasing criticism, manifested in the
academy and elsewhere, toward Israel and Zionism. Here we
have very discordant argumentations and our intention is to
juxtapose them according to the specific issues these texts deal
with. These are presented in Part B, under the title of “The
Challenge of Post-Zionism.”

The third axis is by no means of less crucial importance in
Israeli society. It deals with the nature of Israel’s relations with
the Jewish and non-Jewish outside, as it is analyzed by
protagonists of major trends in the academic literature about
Israel. This Part C is entitled “Isracl Outward.” Part B and Part
C form Volume II of this Handbook.



Part A: Cleavages

As shown in the first part of this Handbook, that is focused on
the major cleavages in Israeli society, there are various criteria
according to which this society can be perceived as divided
into different groups and cleavages. Above all, Jewishness
itself is by no means monolithic, and one major cleavage
consists of the differences among Israeli Jews stemming from
interpretations of Judaism. Most often mentioned, in this
respect, are the secular (Ziloni), the traditional (masorti), the
Orthodox national-religious and the ultra-Orthodox (haredi).
To be sure, each category is subdivided according to the
researchers’ understanding. In particular, scholars also speak
of the Ashkenazi-Mizrahi ethnic cleavage — that may be
related in some way to forms of Jewish cults — as well as of
more specific groups according to country and culture of
origin. Commentators emphasize that Israel, as an immigrant
society, is the meeting-place of Jews from all over the world
who brought with them a variety of distinct Jewish and non-
Jewish values and traditions. Among the relatively recent
groups, one can mention speakers of French, Russian, and
Ambharic. Moreover, there are also non-Jewish population
groups: the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel, and the non-
citizen migrant workers.

However, cleavages can be delineated not only by
sociocultural differences but also by criteria such as
socioeconomic  or  class  situations, gender, and
politicalideological attitudes. In certain cases there is an
overlap between cleavages. Some scholars thus evince, for
instance, that the socioeconomic cleavage cross-cuts the ethnic
one, which, for others, 1s strongly related to the political right-
left division.

Part A of the Handbook highlights scholarly debates
concerning seven topics that relate to a variety of major
cleavages in Israel.

Topic I focuses on Israeli culture, and addresses the
question of how it should be described — in other words, what



are the influences that primarily account for that culture’s
development. In question form, to what extent is it Jewish, or
specifically Israeli? To what extent i1s it Western and/or
Middle-Eastern, and/or global? The answers to these issues
draw on an understanding of Israel’s sociocultural and
ideological landscape, and draw on two fundamental debates.
One of them is whether this culture draws primarily from the
Jewish premises underlying Israel’s creation, or rather from
the new elements of language and culture that developed and
continue to develop in the country — often antagonistically to
“Diaspora Jewishness” — which is what “Israeliness” often
stands for. This debate, of course, is rooted in a priori
positions, reflected in analysts’ understandings of the Israeli
reality.

Another debate relating to present-day Israeli cultural
references concerns the question of whether they are primarily
influenced by, or in fact duplicate, models of modernity
originating in the West and, more generally, the major features
of contemporary globalization, or are they also significantly
marked by aspects of the culture predominant in its immediate
environment — 1.e., Eastern values and traditions. The critical
facet of this debate resides in its significance for the self-
definition of cultural identity for an important part of the
population — Jews who originated in Middle East countries,
and Israeli Arabs who take for granted, at least in terms of
culture and language, that they belong to Israel’s wide
environment.

The essays that address the issues of Topic I lead to the
concerns of Topic IT which centers on the relations between
state and religion in Israel. This matter is also a major area of
disputes and divergences between scholars, as among Israelis
in general. It firstly revolves, among Jews, around the divide
between the religious and the non-religious, and their
respective questionings of the singularity of Jewishness as the
foundation for forming a national collective. Among the
religious, one finds many individuals — including academics —
who aspire to see in the Jewish faith the ultimate justification
for Israel’s existence and the guide of its practical policies. On
the other hand, more than a few ultra-Orthodox adhere to the



traditional conviction that the national project is a betrayal of
Jews’ work toward Messianic Redemption by means of strict
observance of the divine commandments. Among intellectuals
of this ilk as well, not only among rabbinical leaders, one finds
individuals who subscribe to that belief. On the other hand,
academics at a distance from religious trends are often uneasy
about rejecting any link of the Jewish collective identity —
whatever its formulation — with the Jewish religion. As a
result, the question of the status of religion vis-a-vis the state
remains a pending issue that has not yet found a form of
definitive institutionalization. This is the context where
different approaches, often genuinely antagonistic, diverge
over the question of state-religion relations and interpret them
in contrastive terms.

In the wake of the debates presented up to now, Topic III
examines, again under the light of different and often
contradictory approaches, the kind of multiculturalism that
applies to Israel. This country, indeed, constitutes a setting
where many origins and different religious or non-religious
perspectives rub shoulders with each other: a national minority
itself divided into Muslim, Christian, and Druze communities,
a deeply divided ultra-Orthodox sector, a national-religious
population, a large proportion of people originating from
Christian-European countries and another from Muslim
countries, an important contingent of immigrants from the
Former Soviet Union alongside another from Ethiopia. This
diversity represents a tremendous challenge for societal
cohesion, a theme discussed and analyzed by researchers from
very different perspectives. As a rule, all of them ask — and
answer differently — about the extent to which this mosaic
reflects a sense of an overall community.

Topic IV continues this debate by focusing more
particularly on the sociocultural cleavage, and addressing the
issue of (un)fairness among ethnic groups. Scholars ask to
what extent the mosaic portrayed above reflects a sense of
equality, or perhaps attests to the dominance of some groups
over others. This area of problems is much discussed, both
within the general public and among researchers. There is, in
Israel, a recurring argument on the part of some academics,



associations, and public figures about the “original sin” of the
old elites that, whether intentionally or not, encouraged the
immigration of groups possessing low human capital in order
to recruit lower-status strata. Conversely, other academics and
parties argue for the importance of the Zionist ideal as the
major motivation driving the country’s immigration policy.
Another aspect of this dispute is whether the ethnic
socioeconomic gap between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews
should be explained mainly by what occurred within Israel —
the policies and actions of the dominant group — or by
attributes of the immigrants themselves. The contentions of all
participants in this debate reveal important aspects of this
society’s development.

Not unrelated to that latter debate, Topic V deals with the
issue of social (in)-justice in Israeli society, from different
perspectives. It raises the question of whether Israel is or is not
animated by a preoccupation with social justice; this issue is
debated harshly by scholars of different orientations. This
discussion is intimately linked to perceptions of Israel’s class
structure. Some scholars — who are contradicted by others —
point out that much of the national economy is controlled by a
few powerful corporations and that the percent of households
below the poverty line fluctuates between a quarter and a third.
On the other hand, “blue-collar” workers are a minority, and a
large majority of Israelis belongs to the ‘“non-proletarian”
classes. A crucial aspect of this class structure is its partial
overlapping with ethnic cleavages — i.e., given populations are
statistically overrepresented among the have-nots.

The gender cleavage is another major feature of Israeli
society. Topic VI presents several contrasting views within
Israeli feminism. During the pre-state period, when utopian
ideologies played crucial roles in social endeavors, Israel
indeed raised the banner of gender equality. But with the
institutionalization of the state, the arrival of immigrants from
patriarchal societies and, above all, the constant outbreaks of
hostilities that occur in the environment, masculine values
have largely superseded that original inter-gender egalitarian
ethos. Hence, recent decades have seen a recrudescence of
academic works focusing on the difficulties and obstacles



barring the way to gender equality. These works, however, are
far from uniform, and reflect highly diverse perspectives that
focus on different aspects, and also adopt very different tones.
In short — a debate in its own right.

Topic VII deals with the question of the Israeli polity’s
continuity, especially following the 1977 upheaval, and the
eventual turnabout and discontinuous developments that
brought this society to horizons not originally anticipated.
New political-ideological blocs that have formed over the past
five-six decades have granted new saliency to elements that
were of minor importance in early periods, and this in tandem
with the entry into public life of given groups of leaders and
militant frameworks. These new evolutions should not
necessarily be seen as disrupting longstanding trends, and the
very question of the relation of the new to the old is one of the
most interesting debates among scholars of the Israeli reality.
Moreover, while some defined the crucial change of direction
as simultaneous with the Six-Day War of 1967, others cite the
1977 elections that removed from power the long-ruling left-
of-center dominant party and installed right-wing parties at the
state’s helm. The question that scholars debate in this respect
is whether or not those new political circumstances represent a
genuine break with earlier phases of Israel’s development.
Several divergent positions engage with this topic here.



Part B: The Challenge of Post-Zionism

Following the 1967 War and the 1977 political upheaval, and
their consequences, one can find a growing volume of
academic literature — Israeli as well as non-Israeli — that
exhibits criticism of Zionism and the State of Israel. As the
occupation of the West Bank and the Jewish settlement project
there grew ever more permanent and salient, they strengthened
the tendency among extensive circles of academics and
cultural agents to delegitimize the Zionist project and the
country’s policies. The debates now being held around the
emergence of these contentions have become an issue
discussed regularly in both academic publications and the
media. Hence, Part B of the Handbook is dedicated to the
polemics produced by that growing trend in academy as well
as in the educated public, that actually challenge the traditional
arguments of the Zionist and mainstream Israel narratives.
These polemics cover a wide range of issues, and their
participants, from a diversity of angles, are associated to
varying degrees with the general post-Zionist perspective.

Topic VIII (the first topic of this section) addresses the
question whether Israel is a militaristic society. The number of
military confrontations between Israel and its neighboring
states and the Palestinians, has made belligerence a definitive
aspect of the routine life of the citizenry, and it consists of
large-scale wars and dozens of more restricted confrontations.
Scholars debate the impact of the ongoing hostilities not only
on the role of the military, the security forces, and their
commanders in Israeli society, but also its influence on the
mind-set of politicians and citizens and its social consequences
in all areas of life. One important debate, for instance,
concerns how far the military hierarchy and elite have become
a decisive factor in the shaping and evolving of society. How
far do major Israeli statesmen tend to render various spheres of
activity into quasi-military challenges? How far does the
general public as a whole follow suit, and is motivated to
adopt militaristic values and views? In other words, to what



extent does contemporary Israel illustrate a militaristic state?
The texts that explore this issue here justify the various
approaches and conclusions suggested by present-day
scholars.

Topic IX pursues this debate by tackling the issue of the
nature of Israel’s political regime. Different approaches to the
militarism question impact on the understanding of the nature
of the regime. The spectrum of views among scholars ranges
from those debating what kind of democracy Israel is (liberal
or ethnic) up to those who argue that Israel can be better
depicted as an ethnocracy, rather than by the notion of a
democratic regime. In contrast to what we find in the general
political-science literature that rarely dichotomizes regimes as
democratic versus non-democratic ones, in our texts one finds
polarized notions of “liberal” versus ‘“non-liberal”
democracies, ethnic democracy versus ethnocracy, or
community democracy versus multicultural democracy. The
questions here are whether Israel is a “genuine” democracy
and if not, how should one perceive the political regime it
illustrates.

Topic X deals with the related debate of the definitions of
Israel and Zionism as exemplifying 19th-century European
colonialism or, in a less stigmatizing approach these days, as
displaying a colonization pattern. Linked to this discussion,
another subject concerns whether or not Israel’s occupation of
the West Bank and the Jewish settlement in parts of it can be
portrayed as colonialism. In other words, will Israel
experience the fate of colonial empires in the 20th century or
will it develop at the image of numerous present-day countries
that were built through immigration and colonization (to the
detriment of native populations)? Underlying that debate there
is, of course, a conceptual argument over the definition of
what colonialism means today, and whether there is or should
be any distinction between colonialism and colonization. In
either case, it concerns a condition where external factors
interfere with local realities; although colonization speaks of
interference by settlers that shunt the locals to the periphery,
for their own benefit. Colonialism implies interference by
domination over the local population and its institutions, for



the benefit of the colonialist power. Both forms by no means
respond to universal moral tenets but while colonialism has by
now nearly disappeared from the world as the result of the
formation of new independent states, colonization has been the
origin of new societies created by settlers across the world.
This is especially pertinent these days, since one of Israel’s
most active segments consists of the West Bank settlers who
see in their condition both fulfillment of the “pioneering” ideal
of Zionism and of the biblical dream of “redeeming the Land.”

Notably, in the 1930s and 1940s radical anti-Zionists had
already emerged from right-wing Zionism. The “Canaanite”
ideology was propagated by intellectuals who believed that the
Jews in Palestine should disengage from the Jewish world and
even renounce the label of “Jew” in favor of “Hebrew.” This
perspective has eventually become linked today with left-
leaning Zionist and post-Zionist thought. Israel should,
accordingly, abandon its definition as a “Jewish state” and
become only the state of its citizens. Views such as these are
also being expressed by more than a few others originating in
the Zionist Left: they form a new revisionist stream, “post-
Zionism,” in Israeli political thought.

Topic XI addresses the question whether criticism of Israel
should be seen as a legitimate political action and approach, or
distinguishes itself these days by forms and arguments that
render them a kind of antisemitism. We are indeed now
witnessing stringent criticism that targets Israel with particular
virulence throughout the world, in the context of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Some scholars do not hesitate therefore to
indicate a strong connection between this criticism and
antisemitism: accordingly, that criticism of Israel eventually
leads to a hostile view of Jews in general. Other
commentators, who stress the strong ties between criticizing
Israel and antisemitism, see the relations the other way round:
generalizing from an unfriendly attitude toward Jews to an
anti-Israeli position. Both kinds of approaches — and they are
only two of many — do identify a link between anti-Israelism
and antisemitism, in contrast to those who hold that no
necessary connection can be assumed between attitudes to
Jews and attitudes to Israel. Moreover, some scholars argue



that indiscriminately linking criticism of Israel and
antisemitism leads to stigmatizing any criticism of Israel as
antisemitism, and therefore delegitimizing any such criticism.



Part C: Israel Outward

Whereas the previous two parts of the Handbook focus mainly
on cleavages and developments within Israeli society, its third
and concluding part deals with Israel’s relations with its most
important and direct surroundings: the Jewish world, and the
Palestinians and the Arab world.

Topic XII focuses on the first of these issues, i.e., the
relations between Israel and the Jewish Diaspora. It addresses
the question of how far, if at all, Israel is central to the Jewish
people. That the religious and peoplehood principles are both
central elements in the formulation of Jews’ singularity —
including Israeli Jews’ — raises the question of interrelations
between Jews worldwide and Israel. Up to now, and possibly
today more than ever, we find among Jewish organizations and
institutions many factors that crosscut national boundaries and
are active in nearly every Jewish population across the world.
Both divergent and convergent forces are discernible in those
frameworks. A test-case for those forces consists of their
attitudes toward Israel and the type of relations most
appropriate to describe the entity consisting of Jewish
diasporas together with Israel. The different approaches to this
question may variously emphasize the diaspora experience as
generating values or, on the contrary, the Israeli endeavor as
“genuinely Jewish,” or no less likely, the conjunctive
development of a variety of interconnected but non-dependent
“kinds” of Jewry and Jewishness. How, then, should one
define Israel’s relationship with the rest of the Jewish world?
Does it share all-Jewish goals? Does it have a significant
position on world Jewry’s agenda or rules, in terms of
additional and essential goals? Analysts engage with these
questions through perspectives that are often highly divergent,
and colored by ideological, religious, or political outlooks.
One can also contend at this point that the unprecedented and
undisputable historical complexity of Jewish life, due to both
external and inner transformations, lead to very different
understandings  of  Israel-Diaspora  relations.  These



circumstances render very acute the question of where the
center of the Jewish world is.

Topic XIII ends this work by turning attention to the
prospects of a more peaceful endeavor in this most divided
and complex setting. In other words, what kind of programs
are put forward and debated by academics studying Israeli
reality, with the aim of achieving a consensual conclusion to a
most acute protracted conflict — seemingly one of the most
protracted in human history? A basic issue concerns, of
course, the conflictual condition and its setting. The state of
belligerence — with all its cultural, political, social, and
economic consequences — relates to the identity premises of
both Israel and its major protagonist, the Palestinians. Scholars
emphasize that the definition of Israel as a Jewish state in the
midst of the Arab-Islamic world in itself constitutes a major
obstacle on the way to compromise and reconciliation; on the
other hand, the Arab-Islamic arena is itself subject to
nationalistic-religious turmoil and views Israel as a
manifestation of territorial incursion by the West. In the
context of all these, it is unsurprising that in this respect too,
scholars arrive at different understandings of the conflict and
share different perspectives on the “way out” of the conflict.
The main consensus that unifies scholars under this topic is the
very necessity of a “way out.”

* kx %

This Handbook introduces the reader to a veritable labyrinth of
topics and approaches with the hope of obtaining if not a
simplification of the polemics and interpretations of Israeli
reality, then at least bringing greater clarity to their ramified
facets.
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Part A: Cleavages



Topic I: Israel — West, East, or
Global?



Introduction

Israel’s culture is a topic arousing discord among analysts and
researchers, and the reason is the very heterogeneity of the
influences impacting on its evolution. Israel’s declared self-
definition as the Jewish home explains why Judaism has a
strong presence there. And yet extensive layers of its society,
certainly among the founding generation, were secular and
influenced by the cultures of their countries of origin, the
general 1deologies that flourished there, and possibly most of
all by societal models that spread from the Western
hemisphere throughout the world. Also influential were the
kinds of experiences immigrants brought with them to Israel,
firstly as Jews of whom many had survived the Holocaust, but
also as “regular” immigrants who moved to a new
environment and confronted the need to adapt to it. Worth
remembering too is the impact on patterns of behavior and life
values stemming from the actual conditions of life in the
country at various periods, including the reality of protracted
conflict with neighboring countries. What further compounds
the difficulty of overviewing and analyzing Israel’s culture are
the numerous origins of the population, including its non-
Jewish minorities (Muslim and Christian Arabs, Druze and
others). These multiple facets of Israel’s culture or cultures
permit many divergent — even contradictory — analyses and
interpretations. The following texts illustrate this discordance.

Zohar Shavit and Yaacov Shavit emphasize the link of
Israel’s culture to religion but also underline traits — values,
life experiences, or artistic orientations — that are typically
Israeli. Though the public discourse is multi-faceted, one may
still speak of an “Israeli culture.” The general picture is a dual
one: a picture of pluralism, even of syncretism, and a picture
defined by a common denominator. The core is “Jewish-
Israeli” and consists of components of Jewishness and Israeli
Jewishness, alongside others that are “Israeli” per se. Linking



this core to the religious principle is what enables the
concomitant evolution of cultural pluralism.

David Ohana reminds readers of the Zionist project’s
belief that the Jew in his homeland would be transformed into
a Hebrew: geography would change history. For more radical
thinkers, the meaning of that rebirth was a return to
“Hebraism,” not to Judaism. The founding fathers wished to
cut the umbilical cord that bound them to Jewish religious
tradition. However, changes throughout the 1960s to 1990s
have shown “the victory of the Jews over the Israelis.” Taken
together, symbols like the Akkedah, Nimrod, and Herod have
forged Israel’s synthesis. Canaanism, Hebraism, or Judaism
may each try to drive one of those aspects to the extreme, and
exacerbate splits within the common identity.

Uri Ram, from another perspective, assesses that the
1970s and 1980s saw an intensification of the political struggle
between Right (Likud) and Left (Labor), that coalesced into
mounting tension between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, and to
some extent into the religious-secular rift as well. All this
created a sense that the initial common national frame had
disintegrated, and that a society torn by sociocultural
cleavages set apart by worldviews and lifestyles was taking
shape. A plural — or multicultural — interpretation of Israeli
culture emerged, and replaced the previous “melting-pot”
ideology. Multiculturalization was actually one facet of the
Americanization and globalization that Israel has gone through
since the 1990s.

Alek D. Epstein underscores that Israel’s Jewish
population exceeded six million in 2014, and ever since the
Jewish state is home to the world’s largest Jewish community.
Many groups within it remain influenced by their cultures of
origin, making the Jewish state an archipelago of
communities. To survive, a common culture needs to
incorporate symbols and contents from very different
traditions. Many examples of constructive dialogue are
indicated by the author, who shows how they affect Israel’s
cultural mosaic and lay the groundwork for an Israeli culture
still to come.



Ines Sonder focuses on the question of the modernism of
Israeli society by studying the evolution of the modernist
architecture that appeared in 1930s Palestine. She grounds her
analysis on the works of architects and scholars who have
subjected the “Bauhaus-style myth” of Tel Aviv, the so-called
“White City,” to a process of deconstruction. She studies the
historical sources from which stemmed that image of modern
architecture in Palestine to finally question the present-day
challenges pertaining to the preservation of the city’s heritage
— the boom of realestate prices, huge increases in housing rent,
and the loss of social living space.

Alexandra Nocke turns to an altogether different facet of
Israel’s culture. She contends that after years of
marginalization, the Mediterranean Sea has become an
important element in the formation of Israeliness. It is
expressed in the recent rediscovery of Tel Aviv as a part of a
wider re-evaluation of the important role of “space and place”
for Jewish cultural practice. She acknowledges that the
parameters that describe Israel’s identity are the subject of
heated debate but, in her eyes, the Mediterranecan Idea can
eventually become an implementable frame of reference, with
the potential for bringing Israel and its foes in the region closer
to each other. A Mediterranean paradigm would offer Israel
prospects for becoming integrated within the Middle East
without being cut off from the West.

Hence, Zohar Shavit and Yaacov Shavit see Israel’s culture
as firstly fueled by the contemporary endeavor and life
circumstances. Israeliness, as they see it, develops as a
common envelope for groups of people otherwise distinct
from each other by their different original cultures. David
Ohana speaks of “the victory of the Jews over the Israelis,” but
emphasizes that divergent trends are at work that may bring
about far-reaching crises of identity. Ur1t Ram insists on the
dilution of Israeli culture’s uniqueness under the simultaneous
impacts of multiculturalization and Americanization. Alek D.
Epstein underscores that multiculturalism may occasion
dialogues leading to the enrichment of culture. Ines Sonder
brings back the discussion about Israeli culture to a
perspective on modernity as it developed in Israel under the



pressures of divergent interests. One way out for Israelis from
such obsessive preoccupations, however, is, according to
Alexandra Nocke, to emphasize the cultural value of their
environment, and above all, the countries along the shores of
the Mediterranean Sea. It 1s a resource, as she notes, that
Israelis share with their neighbors and perhaps together they
can elicit the best from it.



1. Israeli Culture Today: How Jewish?
How Israeli?

Zohar Shavit and Yaacov Shavit

This paper was completed in September 2015.

Background

Most cultural examinations of the State of Israel aiming to
define that state’s identity focus chiefly on the relationship
between its “religious” and “secular” strata (often perceived as
a relationship between religion and state). The general
conclusion of such analyses is that the relationship is not one
of two distinct extremes, but that instead “there exists [in the
state] a continuum ranging from those ‘who are scrupulous
about observing the Commandments’ to those ‘who do not

observe the Commandments at all.””'® That continuum is
determined by a number of elements defining “religiousness”
(in the Jewish context) and/or a religious way of life. In
contrast, scarce attention is paid to elements that may
characterize “secularism”; instead the latter is generally

defined in negative terms as the simple absence of religion.!”
This definition, which we maintain is incorrect, originates in
the fact that by its very nature “secularism” has no Shulhan
Aruch (codex of laws); nonetheless we contend that it
possesses unique and defining traits.

Moreover, these definitions have dealt principally with
“secularism” rather than with “culture as a whole,” and have
neglected to examine the value-systems or lifestyles of non-
religious Israelis — or, on the other hand, the extent to which
religious Israeli Jews interact with and participate in “non-
religious™ culture.

In this essay we argue that it is incorrect to view culture in
Israel as simply a continuum between “religiosity” and



“secularism,” or to define a linear scale of religiosity. It is
instead necessary to describe and analyze the differences
between the cultures of “religious” and “non-religious™ Jews
and how both cultures are manifested in Jewish society in the
State of Israel. In other words, we argue that on the one hand
religious Jewish culture comprises more than “Torah and
mitzvot,” while on the other, non-religious Jewish culture
extends beyond “secularism.” We thus begin by examining
what characterizes these two strata (or, more appropriately,
spheres) of Israel’s culture, each of which constitutes a
subculture within it — where one may be termed “Israeli-
Jewish” and the other “Jewish-Israeli.” We then examine the
degree to which each of these spheres is present and involved
in the sum total of the culture of the Jewish population of the
State of Israel.

The first section of this essay deals with the theoretical
aspects of our discussion and endeavors to define the basic
concepts it involves; these are often vague concepts laden with
various and ever-evolving interpretations. The second section
seeks to describe specific differences between the Israeli-
Jewish and Jewish-Israeli subcultures and to examine the most
notable among them; the final part of the essay deals with the
elements of each subculture that may seem to define it, while
also emphasizing the many elements the two subcultures
share. It is worth recalling, however, that even when certain
elements are common to both subcultures, what nevertheless
creates two distinct and different spheres is the differing status
and function of each element within them, in addition to the
existence of elements distinctive to each.

In conclusion we explain why, in our opinion, it is the
subculture we call “Israeli-Jewish” that is hegemonic within
Israel’s culture as a whole, in contrast perhaps to the prevalent
view (or even consensus) that the hegemonic culture is that of
the “Jewish-Israeli” sphere.

We must emphasize that this essay deals with neither the
political nor the material culture of Israel’s non-Jewish
minority. Nor does our interest lie in the question of “cultural
essence” — which stems from an essentialist perception — but
rather in culture as defined by the sum total of those elements



that characterize a specific community. It is also important to
remember that behind any discussion on the history of Jewish
culture (or of the various cultures of various groups of Jews)
lie questions of continuity, connection to the past, and unity —
and that, in the context of the “Jewish state” in particular, one
often encounters questions about the connection between
culture and the way in which territorial Jewish nationalism is
realized within Israel.

What is cultural identity?

“Culture” is a concept both vague and elusive; it occurs in
various contexts and bears a multitude of definitions and
connotations. There seems little point in tackling this cluster of
definitions, which are frequently characterized by obfuscation,

ambiguity, and elusiveness. Instead we prefer to search out the

“real culture”?? that characterizes a specific community, a

search we believe has two objectives: the first, to determine
the common denominator and typical traits that delineate and
signify the singular nature of a given cultural identity at a
given historical period; the other, to describe the multiplicity
and cultural stratification that characterize those traits.
Contrary to the holistic perception that all components and
manifestations of culture stem from a single source (a
“collective genius,” say) or from a formative principle (in the
Jewish case, “monotheism”) and that they are furthermore

bound by mutual affinity,’! we maintain that the various
manifestations of a specific culture never create an
“organismic,” holistic, static system. Instead they create a
cultural system that, while clearly distinct from other cultures,
is nonetheless multifaceted, nonhomogeneous, and dynamic.
For our purpose, “culture” is not an “essence” but rather a
defined, shared, and comprehensive system of outlooks
concerning the world and humanity; a cluster of values; a
corpus of formative texts; a set of codes of behavior; shared
symbols and shared perceptions of the past; and more. It is
furthermore a system of everyday practices that includes
among other things festivals and ceremonies, literary and
artistic creation, customs, and lifestyles. All these determine



and shape attitudes to place; perceptions and divisions of time;
and systems of social relationships. Such components create a
shared culture and cultural tradition in both the collective and
the private spheres.

There are few subjects more elusive than the theme of this
essay, both in the general theoretical context and particularly
in the Israeli context, and it 1s no accident that it has been the
focus of long-running polemical debate and of an extensive
body of literature beyond the scope of this essay. The subject
is furthermore elusive since concepts such as “Judaism,”
“Jewish culture,” and “secularism,” as well as “religious
culture” and “national culture,” are equally difficult to pin
down. In the modern Jewish context these concepts emerged
as the result of the changes — the revolution, even — that took
place across the Jewish world in the modern era — changes
expressed by, among other things, the emergence within the

modern Jewish world of entirely new forms of Judaism as well

as of new forms of “Jewish cultures.”?2

This new diversity has only increased within Jewish
society in the State of Israel (and previously in the Jewish
Yishuv in Mandatory Palestine), where different types of
“Jewishness” and of cultures belonging to Jews were brought
together, perhaps more than anywhere else and at any other
time in Jewish history. Moreover, Jews in Israel constitute
both a demographic majority and sovereign power; as such
they have undertaken not only projects of nation-building and
state-building, but also the project of creating a national
culture.”> No longer the culture of a religious (or ethnic)
minority existing as a cultural enclave within hegemonic non-
Jewish host cultures, Jewish culture in Israel 1s that of a
sovereign majority: the character of Israeli society is
determined by Jews, and they are able to define the normative
system of their culture and create and operate cultural
institutions in accordance with specific i1deologies and
programs.”* In other words, Jewish-majority society, in both
theory and practice, is able to shape the culture in Israel using
the tools of cultural planning? — planning that can not only
encourage and direct culture but also supervise it in certain
spheres.



The two subcultures

A complete system of Israeli culture can exist only in Israel,?°
while in contrast Jewish culture can also exist in the Diaspora.
As we have seen, Isracli culture consists of two subcultures,

one Jewish-Israeli and the other Israeli-Jewish.>’ Both are the
products of their existence in Israel; both can exist only there.
Their emergence, development, and shared existence in a
single country — one that is both “Holy Land” and “historical

homeland” to Jews?® — and in a sovereign Jewish state have
given rise to a cultural system with features markedly different
from those of other Jewish cultures in both the near and distant
pasts. Each subculture is engaged in a struggle for cultural
hegemony, and both simultaneously participate in shaping
Israel’s culture as a whole. Both subcultures are “Israeli” not
only because they exist within the Israeli state, but also
because their existence in a position of sovereignty — and in
the historic Land of Israel — has determined and continues to
determine the circumstances of their development, the form
they have taken, and the relationship they share.

The Israeli-Jewish subculture first emerged in Jewish
Palestine beginning in the 1880s. Until the State of Israel was
established, 1t was known as “Hebrew culture” and “Eretz
Yisraeli” culture. It is the continuation of a revolutionary
phenomenon in the history of the Jewish people in the modern

era.”’ The emergence, creation and establishment of this new
Jewish cultural system — modern, secular, and Hebrew (though
not exclusively Hebrew-language) — was expressed not only in
changes within the cultural space and in cultural norms,
cultural activities, and lifestyles — but also in the founding of
institutions and organizations that had never previously existed
in traditional Jewish society or that had even been rejected by
it. This new culture adopted components from non-Jewish
cultures as well as from traditional Jewish religious culture —
principally those components considered appropriate for and
necessary to the new culture’s outlook and value system.

Jewish-Israeli culture, on the other hand, is a continuation
of the religious Jewish culture that developed beginning in



18th-century Europe in response to processes of acculturation,
to modernity, and to the emergence of a non-religious Jewish
culture. Nonetheless, it has undergone profound changes in the
context of Jewish Palestine and later the State of Israel, among
other things as a response and reaction to the territorial
dimension of its existence within a sovereign Jewish state in
the Holy Land. Another aspect of this evolution has been the
internalization, by various spheres of religious Jewish culture,
of several components of Israeli-Jewish culture.

As we have seen above, these two subcultures shape,
determine, and embody the cultural identity of the State of
Israel and of Israeli society. They exist apart from each other
and conduct a struggle over their sphere of influence (a
struggle that at times takes the form of a Kulturkampf, or
“culture war”). Yet there are also multiple points of overlap
and mutual borrowing as a result of both subcultures’
existence in a reality without precedent in Jewish history since
the period of the Second Temple — an existence within the
framework of a state governed by Jews and in whose political,
societal, and economic life most of their members participate.
Within this new reality a “secular,” national Hebrew culture
(discussed below) developed and became the foundation of
numerous cultural institutions, as did, in parallel, a new
religious culture reflected in theological and Halakhic
developments, in the ways in which its own social structures
became institutional, and in the cultural consumption and

lifestyles of its members.>” Neither subculture is
homogeneous; both provide a broad umbrella for a range of
streams and camps. Within each there exist extremes —
conservative or radical groups — that reject totally any affinity
whatsoever to the other subculture. Between the two lies a
“gray area” of interlinking circles of Israeli-Jews who belong
simultaneously, according to their self-definition and/or their
ways of life, to both subcultures and who are generally
referred to as “traditionalist” (masorti) Jews. In this essay we
focus on the core of each subculture, as it is impossible within
a short space to fully explore the diversity they contain’! —
though at times that diversity creates significant internal
differences within each one.



Nor do we explore ultra-Orthodox (Haredi) society, though
its current proportion, by various evaluations, is around 20%
of Israel’s Jewish population — close to one million people;
every tenth Israeli is Haredi — because its culture dissociates
itself from and has minimal contact with both the overarching
culture in Israel and the Israeli-Jewish and Jewish-Israeli
subcultures, though more than once it has experienced internal
developments in reaction to developments in the culture in
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Cultural ideology, cultural programs, and
cultural practices

The past two centuries have seen vigorous debate over the

nature of Jewish culture’® and over whether such a culture
indeed exists and what constitutes its most “authentic” and
“legitimate” form. The perceptions underlying this debate
reflect a pivotal chapter in the intellectual history of the Jewish
people, and have produced various models — ideal, utopian,
and sometimes also pragmatic — of Jewish culture. Within the
tangible reality of the Israeli state, in which Jewish society is
stratified and split, and where there exists in effect no single
supreme authority that is accepted by all public religious
streams and able to rule on questions of Halakha — and
certainly none capable of determining and imposing cultural
practices — the intense philosophical, theological, ideological,
and rhetorical discourse on the nature of Jewish culture has
grown more pronounced; it has moreover acquired a political
dimension, dealing with questions concerning Israel’s
preferred cultural identity as a “Jewish state.” Much of the
debate on these questions is based in theory and doctrine,
invoking thinkers and writers who have suggested various
topoi of “Israeli culture” or “Jewish culture” and various
programs aimed at molding it in a given fashion; or,
alternatively, invoking individuals’ personal, subjective
testimonies as to their own understanding of their identity and

of the concepts of “Jewish” or “Israeli” culture.>*



In this essay, we have chosen not to focus on ideals or
ideology, but rather to examine the diverse facets of Jews’
cultural experience in Israel, with particular attention to the
nature of various cultural practices within each subculture’s
public and private spheres. In other words, we focus on culture
as expressed in practice — in the question of what Jews in
Israel, belonging to one subculture or both, “do and do not”
within their cultural realm. To put it yet another way, our
interest lies in the question of what Jews in Israel do “within

religion”?> and what they do “outside” of it.

It is worth emphasizing that Jewish culture since the 19th
century has undergone far-reaching changes in everything
pertaining to cultural practices, external appearance (including
clothing), higher education, entertainment and leisure patterns,
consumption of elements of foreign (“non-Jewish™) culture,

and more.>® Such changes have not failed to affect traditional
Jews and in fact have become an integral and taken-for-
granted part of their world, clearly evident in their ways of
life. Various surveys and studies undertaken in the past two
decades, namely from the end of the 20th century to the start
of the 21st, have investigated the number of people who attend
synagogues, light Sabbath candles, or adhere strictly to Jewish
dietary laws. Yet these surveys have not examined, for
example, the frequency of Jews’ attendance at theater
performances, concerts, or the cinema; consumption of
original and translated literature; attending sports events; and
so on in a range of activities that had not been part of Jewish
culture until the modern era. The fact that such research
consistently investigates “religious” activities and ignores
“non-religious” ones seems to demonstrate how greatly the
latter have been internalized and thus no longer require
legitimization — and, no less vital to our theme, how the
majority of these “non-religious” activities are furthermore not
necessarily perceived as an expression of “secularism.”

Jewish culture, Israeli culture



Without defining “Jewish” and “Israeli” in the context of
culture, we cannot answer the question “to what extent is the
culture of Jews in the State of Israel Israeli or Jewish?” The
terms ‘“‘culture” and “Jewish culture” (as well as “Jewish

identity”) are relatively new in Jewish history.’” They first
appeared in the Jewish world in the late 18th century with the
emergence of the Haskala movement, and their usage gained
ground and momentum in the 19th and 20th centuries, during
which additional concepts such as “religious Jewish culture,”
“modern Jewish culture,” and “Hebrew culture” were born and
accepted as a given. These concepts triggered not only
theoretical debate but also polemics on practical issues, such
as the “kultura debate” that raged within the Zionist movement
from 1899 to 1902 and arguments over the vision of a Jewish
society in Palestine that Theodor Herzl presented in his

utopian novel Altneuland.’® The internalization and frequent
use of these concepts reflect the revolution (or revolutions)

that have shaken the Jewish world over the past two centuries?

? and have resulted in, among other things, Jews’ significant
presence qua Jews within non-Jewish cultures; as well as in a
desire — and need — to view Judaism not only as a religion but
also as a framework that may accommodate many components
not included in the term “religion.” In fact, according to this
view the identity of “Judaism” was primarily not religious. In
other words, this was a matter not simply of ‘“adjusting” or
reforming religion, but of broadening Jews’ habitus so that it
might also comprise elements typifying Western culture, and
of establishing a new Jewish culture. To be more specific:
Jewish culture could not have developed in the way that it did
over the past two centuries had it remained within the
framework of ultra-Orthodox Jewish society. And had ultra-
Orthodoxy, or perhaps even Orthodoxy, been the hegemonic
power within Israel, neither “Jewish culture,” and certainly not
“Hebrew culture,” could have emerged or thrived.

Religiously observant national-Zionist Jews considered
this “cultural” definition of Judaism as an attempt to suggest a
secular-national-cultural alternative — a “new Judaism,” or
“Hebrew culture” — to the religious definition and religious
substance of “Judaism” and of “being a Jew.” Religious Jews



considered this attempt a heresy, and maintained that it aimed
to separate “religion” from “nationalism™ and to replace the
traditional Torah-based conception of Judaism (as reflected in
the words of Saadia Gaon: “The Jewish nation is a nation only
by virtue of its Torah”) with a definition based on ethnicity,
history, common destiny, and culture. It was, according to this
view, a “Judaism” not committed to a religious interpretation
of the canonical authoritative Jewish texts — i.e., Talmudic and
Halakhic literature — and equally uncommitted to religious —
1.e., rabbinical — authority.

It would be incorrect to maintain that traditional-religious
Judaism lacked its own “culture” until the 19th century — that
it possessed no unique traditions and customs, or that it did not
produce philosophy, literature, and art. At the same time,
Jewish tradition prohibited the adoption of certain cultural
customs or manners that it considered alien (tarbut zara), but
it offered no clear guidance in regard to permissible cultural
elements which can be adapted by the Jewish society. The late
19th century — an era when national cultures and movements
began to emerge and take hold — saw the boundaries of
“Jewish culture” expand in response to the challenges posed
by “Western culture” and modernization. The adoption and
internalization of the concept of ‘“culture” altered the
worldview and discourse of various segments of modern
religious Jewish society. As a result, a new understanding of
“Judaism” began to emerge which saw it as a comprehensive
world encompassing both “religion” and “culture” — a world
capable of offering a complete alternative to “culture,” not
only to secular-Jewish culture but also to Western culture and
all its nonreligious components. Modern religious society also
began to mine intensively the historical past for manifestations
and expressions of a distinctive, autarkic, and all-inclusive
“Jewish culture” — for Jewish literature, Jewish science,

Jewish music, Jewish painting, etc.*’ — an endeavor frequently
accompanied by efforts to create the components required for
such cultural production to develop, as well as by actual
cultural creativity.

It is for this reason that we propose to consider the so-
called “Jewishness” of culture in Israel not in terms of the



extent to which Jewish religion is part of Israel’s culture as a
whole, but rather as a question of the extent to which culture
specific to Jews forms part of it. From a “secular” viewpoint,
“Jewish culture” is not identical to, and does not overlap with,
“Judaism” 1n its religious sense; “Judaism” is not just a
“religion” in the meaning of belief or praxis but also
encompasses a variety of cultural components that are not
“religious,” and is furthermore able to exist without the
presence of “religion.” In other words, an “Israeli-Jew” can
abandon “religion” yet still self-define as “culturally Jewish”
or even as a “secular Jew”. His or her cultural identity rests on
historical consciousness, a shared historical past, a sense of
affiliation, and a cultural repertoire. This is a Judaism that
believes itself sovereign to select for itself those components it
wishes to appropriate from Jewish tradition — and frequently to
imbue them with new content.

It is often acknowledged that there is no agreed-upon and
binding definition of what Judaism is, and as such there is
equally no definition of religious-Jewish culture — what
elements it requires, which it rejects, and what boundaries

clearly separate it from other cultures and cannot be crossed.*!
Jewish history abounds with various examples of “Judaism”
and of “Jewish” lives that were not characterized only by
religion. Repeated attempts in Israel to reach consensus on
what fundamentally defines a Jew (and what defines Judaism)
have been unsuccessful and remain purely theoretical, and at
the same time have sparked profound disaccord within the

religious community.*?> Israel’s ultra-Orthodox (Haredi),
national-Orthodox (da-ti-leumi) and “traditional” (masorti)
Jews are divided over matters of theology and Halakha, as
well as over the question of what constitutes a correct or ideal
“Jewish” lifestyle and what level of participation and
involvement in Israeli culture is permitted and desirable for a
religious Jew. At the same time, it is important to observe that
neither has non-religious society, with its broad variety of its
cultural predilections, ever formed any consensus over what
values and qualities should define nonreligious Jewish culture,
how tightly bound it should be to “religion” and religious



tradition, and what boundaries demarcate it from other
cultures.

The concept of “Israeliness” is also a vague one when
compared to the concept of Hebrew culture. For the most part,
the creation of “Hebrew culture” has been the outcome of an
ideology and explicit program to construct a full,
multidimensional culture; “Israeliness,” in contrast, emerged
chiefly from socio-cultural trends and processes. “Hebrew
culture” was one of the chief and most important products of

the Jewish revolution during the 19th and 20th centuries,*
which created the new cultural system by means of a
combination of both modern elements and historical elements
newly revived. The revival of the Hebrew language is an
obvious example: long surviving primarily as a sacred
language rarely spoken, Hebrew is today a living national
language. The late 19th century saw the widespread use of
spoken and written Hebrew in the new Jewish society of
Yishuv Palestine and an emergence of new linguistic registers.
A large number of newspapers were published in Hebrew, as
were periodicals, literature, and textbooks. Theater
performances were staged in Hebrew; popular songs were
sung in it. Hebrew became a rich, multi-layered literary and
spoken language — a new Hebrew, “Israeli Hebrew,” that lent
the modern Hebrew culture its name. As is often the case with
a lingua franca, Hebrew has become the most prominent
expression of Israel’s national culture even while it exists
alongside other languages, and Hebrew’s hegemony in the
State of Israel is seen in its use by ultra-Orthodox Israelis for
most of their cross-cultural interactions.

Hebrew culture revived and secularized many elements of
culture and updated various others, all in a relatively short
timeframe and through intensive effort. We mention only few
of these changes here. One was a “return” to the Bible as a
primary authoritative text in place of rabbinical literature,
which was the central element of rabbinical Judaism. The most
important change in attitude to the Bible was an understanding
of it as justifying the existence of a nationalist Jewish society
territorially bound to the Land of Israel — not a “Holy Land”

but rather a “motherland” (moledef)** — and it was treated as,



inter alia, both a historical and a literary text. Modern Hebrew
literature attained the status of “national literature” and
became a constitutive factor in shaping the consciousness and
values of Hebrew culture. History was given a major place in
the notion of “Hebrewness,” and the history of the Jewish
people was held as a unifying factor, as well as a source of
continuity and belonging to the Jews who settled in Zion;
especially emphasized were the Biblical era and the periods of
the First and Second Temples (in particular during the reign of
the Hasmoneans). History as knowledge of the past and
geography as knowledge of the land were taught in order to
create historical continuity and foster a national consciousness
of belonging. Hebrew culture continued to celebrate traditional
Jewish festivals but imbued many of them with new content,
as well as creating new celebrations such as 7u bi’shvat and

Israel’s Independence Day.* It shaped a new attitude to the
Land of Israel as a physical, geographical territory; to its
landscapes and natural environment; and to archeological sites
from the Jewish historical past. In addition to this movement
there also emerged a radical strain of secular “Hebrewness”
intent on a total break from tradition; nonetheless the
mainstream ideology of Hebrew culture did not support such a
break but opted rather to selectively include values and texts
that were seen as being handed down through the ages, or that
possessed — or could be granted — national significance and
symbolism.

It is important to emphasize that the creation of Hebrew
culture involved borrowing and adopting not only material and
technological aspects of civilization but also cultural
institutions and habits of cultural consumption; and moreover
to emphasize that culture in Israel is open to rich and varied
cultural imports. We distinguish here between the act of
adopting a certain cultural component and its actual
implementation; there is a difference, for example, between
adopting the institution of theater or attending theatrical
productions on the one hand, and determining which dramatic
pieces should be staged on the other. This distinction raises the
question of whether imported cultural components are in fact
part of Israeli culture as a whole, and whether “Israeli culture”



can be considered the sum total of all the cultural components
that exist and operate within it.

The answer to this question lies in the process of
furnishing the new cultural system and the central role that
“imported” culture played therein. The modern Hebrew
culture that was created, developed and institutionalized in the
Jewish Yishuv and later in the State of Israel was a project of
conception, construction, and structuring of a complete

national culture.*® This was an intensive process, at once
spontaneous and engineered, that furnished the cultural system
with all its central and peripheral components, including a
popular culture and a folk culture, and these were frequently

generated by agents of culture*’ rather than spontaneously.
Cultural institutions that were considered vital components of
“culture” in the West were established in Israel. A major
component of “Hebrew culture” was its self-perception as
autochthonous and indigenous — that is, a consciousness of and

sense of “authentic” connection to the land and its terrain,*® as
well as the development of a local way of life; the latter
included, for example, evenings of community singing held in
schools, by youth movements, or for the general public; folk-
dancing; and hikes across Israel. Such activities represented
what became known, chiefly in retrospect, as “Eretz-Yisraeli
(Land of Israel) culture”. Of course, the idea of establishing a
homogeneous Hebrew culture according to a preset program
was fairly utopian. Nonetheless this project has seen the
emergence of a cultural core, comprising cultural values and
assets shared by a large part of the Jewish public in the Yishuv
and later, in the State of Israel.

In regard to the discussion of tradition in the national
context, we prefer to use the term “creation of tradition” over
“invention.” Indeed, the creation of Hebrew culture, including
Hebrew culture in Jewish Palestine and the State of Israel, was
the result of a great surge of creation that included among
other things the creation of a new Jewish mythos and ethos,
which were integrated into in the new cultural experience.

The process of creation involved not only the construction
of new elements, but also the adoption of elements and models



borrowed from different cultural traditions and introduced by
new olim (immigrants) coming to the Yishuv and Israel. These
included, for example, several bourgeois traditions or “soft”

religious traditions*” such as traditional foods and clothing,
specific ceremonies, and components of folk culture (folklore).

Between secularism and culture

“Secularism” is both a worldview and lifestyle®® that, in the
context of Judaism, offers an alternative to the choice between
abandoning one’s Jewish identity and living a religious life.
From a historical perspective, it is worth distinguishing
between processes of secularization that were central to the
trend of integration with non-Jewish cultures (which in the
modern era did not demand religious conversion) and those
secularization processes that were part of creating a new
Jewish cultural system. Most “secular” Jews are those who
have distanced themselves from the normative religious way
of life as the result of socio-cultural processes. The “average”
secular individual is not required to adhere to any

philosophical intellectual foundation;>' he or she is not
necessarily an atheist but rather someone who is called less
and less to religion, does not observe the Commandments, and
does not require religious services or rabbinical authority, as
an essential part of his or her cultural world and lifestyle. A
secular Israeli who observes the Sabbath, keeps kosher,
occasionally attends synagogue, and even believes in the
revelation on Mount Sinai does so simply because these are
components in his or her cultural system, where they possess
mainly symbolic value. Such behavior reveals an affinity
toward specific religious practices rather than toward religious
culture as a whole; overall, non-religious components occupy
a far greater part of the culture of the individual “secular
Israeli” than religious ones. In the ultra-Orthodox community,
in contrast, there i1s no room for cultural elements not based in
religion, which are rejected and denounced a priori. Ultra-
Orthodox culture finds in “secular culture” of any sort not only
shades of heresy but also idolatry. It describes that culture as



devoid of spiritual content, lacking in values and morality,
shallow, rootless, and degenerate. In contrast, it refers to itself
as “Torah Judaism” — the Judaism of values and vast spiritual

wealth, and as such the “true” Judaism.’? Secular culture,
chiefly in its more radical streams, views ultra-Orthodox
Jewish culture as insular, mediaeval, exilic, and narrow-
minded — certainly in cultural terms.

Much has been written about the inherent weakening of
Israeli secularism, at least with respect to its self-perception.
Attesting to this are countless examples of the emergence of
groups affiliated with a “new Judaism” characterized by
Interest in “the Jewish sources texts,” and of a renaissance of
non-Orthodox interest in Jewish tradition. We maintain,
however, that groups of this kind do not express a yearning to
return to “rabbinical Judaism,” but rather offer a new and
different reading of “the sources” stemming from a perception
of Judaism as an “open and self-renewing culture that draws

on sources passed down through the ages™> — all without
relinquishing the hegemonic cultural habitus of the
contemporary “secular Israeli.”” A far more marginal
phenomenon is that of a “return to the sources” — that is, to a
reading of rabbinical literature as imbued with humanistic
values and existential significance. In any event, however, we
must emphasize that such a reading differs dramatically from
the way that literature is studied in yeshivot, which do not
provide the option of studying the Bible or Jewish philosophy
in addition to the Talmud.

In fact, Jewish-Israeli culture includes no components of
ultra-Orthodox culture apart, perhaps, from components of
folk religion, chiefly a growing practice of visiting the graves
of the “righteous” and seeking advice, blessing, or healing
from mekubbalim (kabbalists). The ultra-Orthodox community
scrupulously differentiates itself from the framework of the
general culture in Israel, as well as from the national-religious
culture, in every way possible: it resides in specific and
generally separate geographic areas, and its rich spiritual
world is restricted to synagogues, batei midrash, yeshivot, and
independently run schools. It has its own — religious —
literature, and the boundaries that separate it from the secular



public, as well as from national-religious and traditional Jews,
are evident in both public and private life. In contrast,
national-religious and traditional-religious Jews participate in
almost every aspect of the Israeli experience; secular Israeli
culture and national-religious culture are barely separated by
any boundaries, whether with respect to dress (apart from a
few specific items), residential areas, or participation in
cultural practices such as reading for leisure, watching films,
attending concerts, and visiting museums. At the same time,
however, the priorities of Israel’s national-religious culture
differ from those of secular Israeli culture, especially in the
importance it attributes to Israel’s territorial claims. For this
reason we consider it a Jewish-Israeli subculture within Israeli
culture as a whole.

Culture wars (Kulturkampfe)

Battles over Israeli culture revolve around three main points.
First is the struggle over the character of the public sphere,
primarily with respect to preserving the “sanctity of the

Sabbath.”>* Observing the Sabbath is considered not only a
biblical commandment, but also a symbolic asset of wvital
importance for Judaism and Jewishness, even by many non-
observant Jews. The second concerns legislation affecting the
norms of the private sphere — primarily on matters of personal
status such as marriage and divorce and birth and death. The
third point of conflict relates to the autonomy of the ultra-
Orthodox educational systems.

In addition, spokespersons for and representatives of
religion and religious culture have attempted to intervene in
events within non-religious cultural frameworks, chiefly via
governmental authority and legislation on matters of everyday
life such as, for example, the sale of non-kosher food or the
operation of businesses on the Sabbath, as well as through
attempts to censor various activities perceived as damaging to
the “Jewish nature” of the State of Israel, such as activities that
violate the observance of the Sabbath in the public sphere.
This struggle not only 1s waged in Israel between movements,



organizations, and groups within civil society but, as noted, is
further evident in political decisions, where the actors involved

are political parties representing different cultural values.>>

Any discussion of culture in Israel cannot be complete
without addressing the question of cultural supply and demand
— that 1s, what demand exists for various elements of the
cultural supply. This question must be dealt with if we intend
to clarify to what extent the overall culture of Jewish society in
Israel is “Jewish-Israeli” or “Israeli-Jewish.” We believe that
there exists overall a greater demand for components of the
Israeli-Jewish subculture than for components of the Jewish-
Israeli subculture. In other words, the demand for the sum total
of the first subculture is greater and more dominant than for
the second. Needless to say, however, it is not our intention to
determine which components of the two subcultures are of
greater value — if that question can even be answered.

Conclusion

Attempts to describe what is “Israeli” and what is “Jewish” in
the culture of Jewish society in Israel usually point to typical
behavioral patterns, values, or ways of life; or to literary and
artistic works rooted in and reflective of Israeli reality. Public
discourse, the research literature, and impressions by
“external” observers suggest a variety of values and behavioral
patterns (as well as character traits, at times) that seem
representative and typical of “Israel’s culture” as a whole. If
we try to sum up these opinions and impressions, they range
from generalizations and stereotypes at one end to suggestions
of concrete characteristics at the other. The general picture
obtained is twofold: on the one hand, a picture of cultural
pluralism, or even syncretism, and struggles over prestigious
cultural assets within Israel’s culture in general; and on the
other hand, a common cultural core shared by most parts of
Israeli society — language, religious and non-religious holidays
and celebrations, customs, historical traditions, a literary
corpus in Hebrew, and so on.



It may therefore be concluded that the existence and
widespread acceptance of the concept of a broad and
comprehensive “Israeli culture” reflects the existence of a
shared cultural core. Yet the hegemony specifically of the
Israeli-Jewish subculture is what makes possible the pluralism
of culture in Israel and the “Israeliness” of Israel, which

should not be measured by the extent to which the private and

public spheres function according to religious norms.>°

To sum up, the cultural system in the State of Israel is a
broad and comprehensive system unprecedented in Jewish
history. Some components of this system are traditional; others
have been plucked from Jewish tradition and imbued with new
significance and substance, and a great variety of components
are entirely new. It is this comprehensive system that
constitutes Israel’s culture. But, if we examine the concrete
cultural reality of the State of Isracl — which components of
Jewish culture are created or consumed therein and what
constitutes the habitus of the majority of Jews in the public
and private spheres — we find that the religious Jewish-Israeli
sphere forms only a part of the whole, while it is the Israeli-
Jewish sphere that occupies the greater portion.

In contrast to the public and political rhetoric, which
depicts the State of Israel as a “Jewish state,” Israel’s culture
is, from a cultural point of view, a unique and innovative
phenomenon in Jewish history due to the hegemony of the
Israeli-Jewish subculture within it.
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2. To What Degree Is Israeli Culture
Jewish, and to What Degree Israeli?

David Ohana

This paper was completed in November 2014.

The founders of the Zionist project believed that the
transformation of identity would take place in Zion. From
being a subject, the Jew in his homeland would become his
own ruler, he would create his authentic personality, the Jew
would be transformed into a Hebrew, the child of exile would
become a native. Geography would change history, and
parallel with this conceptual transformation, a new culture

would arise.’® The Zionist philosophy of history that emerged
presented a synthetic picture of past Jewish history in which it
was deemed necessary to return and to reconnect with the
initial, sovereign, Hebrew, heroic stage. Hence the emphasis
placed on a whole series of symbols and myths rooted in Zion,
the place of birth, and on the creation of a new human model,
positive, heroic and tied to the land; and hence the obliteration
of the concepts and memories that came into being between
the end of Jewish independence in 132 CE and the Zionist
national rebirth in 1948. Zionism was thus for many people a
territorialization of Judaism, but in a deeper sense than merely

restoring the Jews to their natural place.>” It reflected a radical
historical philosophy that sought to change the Jew into an
old-new Hebrew. The meaning of the rebirth for the more
radical thinkers was a return to Hebraism and not to Judaism,
to the physical space and not to God. This involved a paradox:
only in the biblical space could the new man come into being;
only a return to ancient roots would restore the Jew to modern
history. One may ask whether Israeli culture has been true to
this Zionist vision.

A discussion of the Jewish culture of the State of Israel, or
of the Jewish dimension of Israeli culture, or of the question of
whether it is an Israeli culture or a Jewish one, depends on the
ideological starting-point, the national perspective and the



historical context in which the matter is approached. If one
examines the question from the point of view of the period
beginning in 1948, it is clear that the intention of Israeli

culture was to be secular.?? The first Israelis wished to take a
distance from Jewish culture — religious observance with its
precepts and traditions, the Jewish exile, and the image of the
“old Jew” whether the student of the Mishna and Gemara or
the secular Jewish intellectual.

The founding fathers of Hebraism and Israelism wished to
cut the umbilical cord that bound them to Jewish religious

tradition.%! The “new Hebrew” of the Hebrew revival at the fin
de siecle in Eastern and Central Europe, the halutz (‘pioneer’)
in the Yishuv in Palestine in the first half of the 20th century,
and the sabra in the initial years of the State of Israel, all
wished to create a secular Israeli culture. However, the
sociological, ideological and political changes that took place
in Israel, particularly from the 1960s to the 1980s — the Six-
Day War in 1967 which reconnected the Israelis to the sacred
sites in the history of the Jewish people; the fall of the secular
left and the rise of the political right in the elections of 1977,
the rising power of the Oriental Jews, most of whom were
traditional; the strengthening of the religious element, the
ultra-Orthodox and the “Shas” party — all these factors, and
others, contributed to what has been called “the victory of the
Jews over the Israelis.”

Parallel with these developments, it is fascinating to

examine the relationship of Israeli culture to the Jewish

element within it, with the symbols and heroes it contains.®

This genealogy permits us to ask whether the national culture
in the State of Israel is an Israeli or a Jewish one. This
question will be examined through a focus on three Jewish
themes in Israeli culture: the national and secular
transformation that took place in the Jewish myth of the
sacrifice of Isaac in Israeli poetry and sculpture; the neo-
Jewish interpretations of “Nimrod,” the sculpture by Yitzhak
Danziger which had been the symbol of the revolt against
Jewish tradition and the rise of secular Hebraism; and the
change of the negative status of Herod in Jewish history to that
of a realistic ruler and a great builder, whose exhibition



extolling his achievements in 2013 attracted more than
800,000 Israeli visitors, 10% of the population of Israel.

The nationalization of the Akkedah

One of the chief Jewish (and universal) themes in Israeli
culture is the myth of the sacrifice of Isaac, or Akkedah. The
story of the sacrifice handed down from father to son is an
outstanding Jewish tradition. How has that Jewish tradition
been expressed in Israeli poetry and art? The discourse on the
Akkedah in the poetry, painting and sculpture produced in
Israel has given rise to an abundance of literary interpretations,
artistic adaptations and reflections on the Israeli identity. It is a
vital discourse touching the very heart of Israeliness.

The collective consciousness that accompanied the rise of
the State of Israel embodied the Israelis’ view of themselves.
Unlike their parents in the exile (and particularly in the
Holocaust), they wished no longer to be victims of a fate
decided by others, whether a landowner, a sultan or a queen.
Israeli culture in its early stages had this self-image of
someone independent who was accountable to himself alone.
Paradoxically, the renewed Jewish sovereignty was expressed
this time by the independent capacity of the Jews to send their
children to be sacrificed. It was a national sacrifice. The
willingness of the Israelis to sacrifice their children, or
themselves, on the altar of the nation reflected the attitude of a
young people ready to pay the price for its independence. If
the Jews in exile were not responsible for their fate, their
descendants in the land of Israel took their fate into their own
hands, even if it required the sacrifice of their children. This is
undoubtedly a sacrifice, they said, but it is we that do the
sacrificing, not the gentiles. As a result, the Akkedah or
sacrifice of Isaac was seen in the early stages of Israeli culture
as representing a voluntary national act, not a passive Jewish
fate.

The Jewish theme of the Akkedah, which is biblical and
religious in its origins, has found expression in Israeli poetry
and art which is predominantly modern and secular. Ruth



Kartun-Blum, a Hebrew poetry scholar, has concluded from
her researches into the treatment of the Akkedah in modern
Hebrew poetry that “modern Israeli writers have increasingly
rediscovered the ambivalence of Jewish existence and the
enormous complexity of Jewish identity. The condition of the

Jews may have changed, but not the Jewish condition,”®® and
with regard to Israeli art, the cultural critic Gideon Ofrat
writes: “The story of the Akkedah in Israeli art is a story in
itself. Among us, the Akkedah has become a national symbol
representing the tragedy of the fate of the Jewish people in
general and the fate of our sons in particular. Very often, the

Abrahams are bereaved parents and the Isaacs are the fallen.”®

4 Ofrat enumerated four stages in the genealogy of the
Akkedah in Israeli art. In the 1920s, it was pogroms and acts
of terrorism; in the Holocaust and the War of Independence,
the figure of the bereaved father Abraham, personification of
the suffering people, came to the fore; between the Six-Day
War and the Yom Kippur War the ram was seen as
representing hope for the future or disappointment that
redemption was so long in coming; and in the first war in
Lebanon one saw the younger generation’s criticism of their
leaders (identified with Abraham), who sent the young people
(identified with Isaac), to be sacrificed in the war.

In the period of pioneering and settlement in Eretz Yisrael,
the poems about the Akkedah (for example, in the poetry of
the Third Aliyah) expressed the collective experience of a
shared fate and a mystical sense of the Jewish destiny. The
secularization of Hebrew culture first in the Jewish cultural
revival at the fin de siecle in Europe, and then in the first
waves of immigration to Palestine, nationalized the story of
the Akkedah and changed the emphasis from a relationship to
a God who gave orders to the relationship between history, or
the state, and the Israeli citizen, and finally to a person’s
relationship to himself.

Natan Alterman, who wrote the poem “On the Boy
Abraham” at the height of the Holocaust, related to the
Akkedah by describing the boy Abraham looking at his mother
and seeing a knife stuck in her heart:

Mummy, mummy,



I won’t sleep in bed like other boys,
because I saw you in bed;
Mummy, mummy, you were sleeping — with a knife in your

heart.

Following the slaughter of his parents, the boy Abraham hid in
the room under the stairs. In the poem, Alterman replaced the
name Isaac with the name of Abraham who foresaw his
sacrifice which was the path to redemption. This was a clear
reference to the development of the nation from the Holocaust
to resurrection, the change from the passive generation
slaughtered in exile to one that began to be responsible for its
life in Israel.®> Haim Gouri, a representative of the “Palmach
generation,” the first generation of the State of Israel,
“corresponded” with Alterman in his poem “Yerushah”
[Inheritance]:

The ram came last of all.

And Abraham did not know that it came

To answer the boy’s question —

First of his strength when his day was on the wane.
The old man raised his head

Seeing that it was no dream

And that the angel stood there —

The knife slipped from his hand.

The boy, released from his bonds,

Saw his father’s back.

Isaac, as the story goes, was not sacrificed.

He lived for many years,

Saw what pleasure had to offer, until his eyesight dimmed,
But he bequeathed that hour to his offspring.

They are born

With a knife in their hearts.®®

Isaac, the young fighter, sacrificed himself in the War of
Independence, and his father identified himself with the
generation of the sons. Likewise, in the poetry of Amir Gilboa,
also of that generation, Abraham feels himself to be sacrificed:
“It’s me who is slaughtered, my son, and my blood is already
on the leaves.” The secular national history inherited the
Jewish religion, and this was expressed by passing the torch of



the Akkedah from the father to his son in the State of Israel.
This was no longer the ultimate test of faith in God as seen by
Seren Kierkegaard but a continuing national credo which was
a test of belonging to the state and authentic commitment to
the country. The test was now in participation in Israel’s wars
and was not on the metaphorical-Jewish Mount Moriah. This
time, the Akkedah did not conclude with a “happy end” but
with offering the son as a sacrifice to the national Moloch.

Someone who criticized the Akkedah in 1948 was the
writer S. Yizhar, who said in his book Yemei Zikliag [Days of
Ziklag]: “I hate our father Abraham who went to sacrifice
Isaac. What right did he have to do this to Isaac? He should
have sacrificed himself! I hate God who sent him to do this
sacrifice and closed off all his options and only opened up the
way to the Akkedah. I hate God because Isaac was only
material for an experiment between Abraham and his God.”¢’
After the War of Independence, the subject of the national
Akkedah underwent a process of individualization and gained
a psychological significance relating to the private person. An
example is T. Carmi’s poem “Isaac’s Fear” which serves as a
bridge between the “Palmach generation” and the “generation
of the state™:

Last night I dreamt that my son did not return.

He came to me and said:

When I was little and you were,

You would not tell me

The story of the binding of Isaac,

To frighten me with the knife, fire, and ram.

But now you’ve heard her voice.

She whispered, didn’t even command —

(her hand full of voices, and she

said to your forehead and to your eyes:)

is it

so?

And already you ran to your hiding-place,

drew out the knife, fire, the ram

And in a flash

your son, your only one.



Last night I dreamt that my son did not return.
I waited for him to come back from school,
and he was late,

And when I told her,

She put her hand upon me,

And I saw all the voices

he had seen.®®

The commanding God is replaced by a woman who gives
orders, a beloved woman who takes the father away from his
son. The fear of betrayal, a basic human fear, also becomes
Abraham’s fear, and that is the main subject of the poem. Here
we see a sacrifice of the father and the son by the woman.
Here there is also an actualization of the Bible into Israeli
daily life, and the poet quite naturally uses materials from
Jewish tradition in order to express his private feelings.

Other Israeli poets apart from Alterman, Gouri, Binjamin
Galai and Carmi, such as A. Hillel, Yehiel Mar and Tuvia
Rubner, continue to adapt the Jewish material of the Akkedah
to the contemporary Israeli reality. Tuvia Rubner, in his poem
“Voices,” stresses the motif of continuity, as if the Akkedah
was a prolonged internal process without any mobilizing
significance and without any drama. It represents the
existentialist phase of a modern secular Israeli trapped in
cyclical time, who makes use of the only dialogue that takes
place between Abraham and Isaac. Instead of God and
Abraham, the heroes of the Jewish myth, Rubner focuses on
the relationship of father and son, but this is not a
metaphysical father but the actual father, Abraham.

The subject of the sacrifice became a major issue in the
plastic arts from the beginning of the 1940s, and this was very
much due to the influence of the sculpture of Yitzhak
Danziger. Two of his pupils, Mordechai Gumpel and Kosso
Elul, have said that their teacher called one of his sculptures
“The Sacrifice of Isaac.” The scholar Tamar Manor thinks that
“the idea of the sacrifice of Isaac also occurred to Danziger in
connection with the sacrifice of the fighters that preoccupied
him in those years [...]. Danziger chose the sacrifice of the
ram as a symbol of the sacrifice of the fallen. The title



‘Sacrifice of Isaac’ reveals a conscious connection between
the sacrifice and the Jewish-national myth of sacrifice and
redemption.” Examples of paintings of the Akkedah in the
period of the War of Independence are Moshe Tamir’s works
“Ram” (1949) and “Sacrifice” (1951), in which the ram
resembles one of the fighters.

At the same time, secular Israeli culture also contemplated
the parallel between the Akkedah and the crucifixion. This
parallel was present in the paintings of the ewe-lamb by
Menashe Kadishman, in the inclusion of Mary in the painting
of the Akkedah by Shmuel Bonneh, in the paintings of the
Pieta by Naftali Bezem, in the drawings of Shoshana Heimann
and in the “paintings of the mother” by Avraham Ofek. While
in the plastic arts there was a tendency to identify the Akkedah
with the crucifixion, Hebrew poetry avoided this analogy. The
reason for this was perhaps that plastic art was regarded as a
“foreign implant,” universalistic and non-Jewish, while poetry
was different in being connected with the national language,
Hebrew.

In the Six-Day War in 1967 the myth of the Akkedah was
again prominent. Shraga Weil of Kibbutz Ha-Ogen, who lost a
son, made a series of seven prints of the Akkedah which were
personal in nature and non-theological. In the triptych he
painted five years later he did not depict the tragic event itself.
Yigal Mossinson also lost a son in the war, and in his play
Shimshon (1968), the father asked, “Why your only son? Why
your son whom you love? Aren’t we deceiving ourselves and
Isaac whom we bring every day to sacrifice?” In the War of
Attrition which took place for three years after 1967, the poet
Eli Alon protested: “When Abraham received the order, he
knew there would be a miracle [...] but today, what belief do
we have?” In the Yom Kippur War in 1973, Shmuel Bonneh
painted Abraham clad in armor, and the angel and the ram are
absent from the picture. Bonneh related: “After the Yom
Kippur War, the idea of a story came to me, in which father
Abraham was in battledress on the battlefield and tried to
bring healing to the wounded soldiers.” One may recall that
according to Jewish tradition, the original Akkedah took place
at dusk on Yom Kippur. In connection with this, the Akkedah



paintings by Shmuel Bak, Naftali Bezem and Mordechai
Ardon are particularly noteworthy. In the catalogue of the
exhibition “Jewish Experience in the Art of the Twentieth
Century,” Avram Kampf wrote: “The struggle for existence
brought the reality of the ancient myth of the Akkedah to the
knowledge of the Jews of our time.”

Yigal Tumarkin is known from his paintings in the 1980s
to be an artist particularly critical of the Akkedah. In his
opinion, God went from his role of being a redeemer to being
a slaughterer. The artist, who maintained that the function of
art was to smash idols and destroy myths, was very
preoccupied in his works with the Akkedah and the
crucifixion. His sculptures, which protested against the
empathy for the Akkedah myth of the artists and poets of
1948, represented the anguish of the victim, his rebellion
against the Israeli destiny involving endless war. Another well-
known slayer of sacred cows is Uri Lifschitz, who made four
etchings on the subject of the Akkedah. He summarized his
work as follows: “In fact, every one of my paintings is the
Akkedah.”

The normality of Israeli daily life replaced memories of the
Holocaust and the wars, and the subject of the Akkedah
underwent a linguistic transformation through being
assimilated into the spoken tongue. Israeli Hebrew gradually
began to succeed biblical Hebrew. An example of this is a
poem by David Avidan ridiculing the mythology both of the
Akkedah and the crucifixion by making the sacred texts into a
musical:

David binds the messiah
And delays redemption.
The binding of Isaac

a diversionary action,
early ignition.

The crucifixion,

a dress rehearsal

late ignition.

Musical version.

Jesus super—doubl«a.69



In his de-mythologization of the Christian interpretation of the
Akkedah, Avidan, in his terse way, criticizes the idea of the
Akkedah as a prefiguration of the crucifixion. Here the
Akkedah is a rehearsal for the crucifixion in the musical, and
this time Jesus is a double of Isaac. Likewise, Meir Wieseltier,
in his poem, “A Story About Isaac,” made a de-
mythologization of the Akkedah. They were joined by Avot
Yes-hurun: “We have a problem of a Sacrifice of Isaac. For us
it comes out as a father has mercy on children. For you it
comes out as a father has 