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The Question 'Who is a Jew' Leads to the Question 'What is Judaism'
In his article "Who Is A Jew", justice Haim Cohen claims that the
dispute over who is a Jew expresses that of the nature of Judaism.
One who considers Judaism to be a culture, including various kinds of
religious and secular cultures, when answering the question 'Who is a
Jew' contradicts the answer of those who consider Judaism to be only a
religion, like Christianity or Islam.
Judaism is the national culture of the Jewish people, much as French
culture is the national culture of the French people. Both include religious
movements prevalent in their national cultures, yet the national culture
itself cannot be identified with the religion of any of its people. Until the
18 century, Jewish religion had been a formative and influential element
in the cultural lives of most Jews, just as Catholicism had been the most
influential element over the cultural lives of most French. Today, religion
affects only a small minority of the Jewish people, as Catholicism effects
the lives of a minority of the French.
th

The connection between 'What is Judaism' and 'Who is a Jew' is
prominent in discussing ways of joining the Jewish people, especially in
Israel, where, in light of the Law of Return, they have become a legal
6

issue. The Law of Return was legislated as affirmative action, being one
of the causes for the establishment of a Jewish state, in a world whose
countries had barred their gates before Jews, even as they were fleeing the
Holocaust. However, in its current phrasing, the Law of Return evokes a
great deal of objection, among the secular majority of the Jewish people
as well as among many religious movements. The secular consider it to
have racist elements, similar to those of the Nuremberg Laws and an
unnecessary demand for religious conversion. The orthodox religious
oppose the Law of Return because it enables the Rabbis of other
movements to perform a religious conversion, which they do not
recognize.
The formulation of the Law of Return is therefore unacceptable to most
of the Jewish people, but as law, it is obligatory.
The Law of Return states that: A Jew is the son of a J e w i s h m o t h e r or
one who is converted and no longer a member of any other religion, A
Jew is also the son or grandson of a Jew, or the spouse of a Jew or the
child or grandchild
of a Jew, excluding one w h o c o n v e r t e d h i s r e l i g i o n t o
another. The Law of Return conditions one's Jewishness on that of one's
mother, in contradiction of the Jewish tradition expressed in biblical
stories, according to which, Jewish kings were the sons of non-Jewish
mothers who joined the Jewish people, such as the Moabite Ruth, who did
so through declaration, through joining a Jewish family and accepting the
inherent responsibility.
Prior to the Knesset's legislation of the Law of Return, justice Haim
Cohen, ruled in the spirit of Ahad Ha'Am's words:
"Any man is entitled t o decide for himself whether he is J e w i s h or not. A
Jew is anyone w h o sincerely declares h i s Jewishness " - a saying worthy
and appropriate to Jewish judicial tradition and the principals of human
rights and dignity, according to Haim Cohen. Relying on Halakhic
literary tradition and Maimonedes, Haim Cohen says that Jewish tradition
recognized Jews as Jewish when the majority recognized them as such, in
Eretz Israel, where most were Jewish.
Regarding the principals of Human Rights, Haim Cohen asserts that no
man is to be f o r c e d t o any status against his will, (Jewish or
non-Jewish).
And every man may choose to declare his Jewishness,
as l o n g as he
undertakes the responsibilities
involved. This is true especially with
regard to a spouse who joined a Jew, saving his/her life in the Holocaust
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or going with him/her to a Nazi concentration camp. No one has the right
to disqualify their Jewishness or that of his/her descendants.
The law demanding religious conversion for those seeking to join the
Jewish people, requires them to commit to leading their lives according to
religious Halakha. This law encourages acts offraud- since most of those
converted will join the majority of the Jews, who do not observe religious
commandments. A Jew, according to the Halakha, remains a Jew even
without keeping the mitzvoth, even if one is a heretic and a skeptic,
denying the existence of a God who rules the world. Even after
conversion to another religion, a Jew continues to be a Jew. The
conversion laws apply only to those joining the Jewish people and require
a declaration to observe the mitzvoth, though the converting rabbis clearly
know there is no such intention.
Those who consider Judaism the Jewish people's national, pluralistic,
developing and changing culture, understand Halakha as a historical
phenomenon but not an obligatory law. The Bible and the (often
contradicting) laws included in it is a source of inspiration, not an
authority on behavior for Jews today. Post-biblical Halakhic literature,
which evolved during the Hellenistic age and through the Middle Ages, is
only one of many literatures created within Judaism in these eras - in
Hebrew, Greek, Arabic, Yiddish and other Jewish languages stemming
from European and Asian dialects. The whole of these literatures
represents Judaism as a culture, and many of them relate to Biblical and
Halakhic literatures, though their authors and readers do not consider
religious Halakha to be an obligatory norm or the only representation of
Judaism.
Jews living within Judaism as a culture, outside of Jewish religion,
continue a long tradition of separating Jewish national identity from
religious Jewish identity - in Biblical times and in modern times.
These historical facts reveal the affinity between 'Who is a Jew' and
'What is Judaism'. The discussion of these two questions is guided by
defining key concepts such as: "Judaism", "Religion", "Secularity" and
"Nationality".
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Judaism As Culture Studies - Out of the Present, Into the Past
This syllabus offers units in the study of Judaism as the national culture
of the Jewish people, including religious and secular cultures which are
all influenced by the secularization process of western culture and the
secular Jewish culture, in which most Jews live today.
The multitude of Jews' cultures included in Judaism is one of its
remarkable traits, setting it aside from other cultures by which it is
affected and which it affects.
Today, the culture of secular Judaism has greater influence than the
Jewish religion on the lifestyles of the majority of Jews in the world. Its
influence is apparent in the changes which express the common beliefs of
the Jewish people, the themes and character of the majority of today's
Jewish culture, the meaning of key concepts in the Jewish discourse and
the views of the Jews' cultures in the Biblical and Hellenistic eras.
The studies of Judaism As Culture, in the proposed units, begin by
getting to know the cultural lives of Jews in present times, the changes
which occurred in Judaism under the influence of the secularization
process, while studying and discussing the affinity of present phenomena
to works, traditions and phenomena representing the Jews' cultures in past
ages.
The study of Jews' cultures reveals the plurality, which is so
characteristic of Judaism as a multi-cultural culture, developing and
changing through every era, for example: Ancient Judaism is
rediscovered today as a multi-religious culture which developed in the
Jewish people during its first two kingdoms. The culture of Jews in the
Hellenistic-Byzantine era, in the times of the Second Temple and
following its destruction, is revealed in modern times as a clash between
9

cultures and religious movements in Israel's and the Diaspora's Jewry, for
example: The culture of Jews living both within Greek culture and its
opposition, Rabbinical culture, Karaite culture and the religious JudeoChristian movement.
Since the dawn of the secularization process, represented in the works
of Spinoza in the 17 century, "Judaism" is perceived as a culture which
includes the Jewish religion that now applies only to minorities in the
Jewish people.
The cultures of Jews in the present is a starting point for the studies of
Judaism as Culture, the changes it went through and the different
movements, operating within Judaism's religious cultures and secular
culture.
th

Following the Secularization Process - Changes in Concepts in the
Discourse on Judaism in the Present and in the Past
Under the influence of the secularization process in western culture and
in Judaism, key concepts in the discourse on Judaism are receiving new
meanings, such as:
"Jews" - A name which we use to refer to people of Jewish family
origin, or those who join a Jewish family or community in any way secular or religious.
"Judaism As Culture" - A name for the entire culture of the Jewish
people, which includes the many cultures of Jews which developed by the
religious and non-religious currents and movements, active in the Jewish
people in Israel and the Diaspora.
"Secular Judaism" - Is the name of a Jewish public which leads a nonreligious life, does not observe the commandments of religious Halakha.
"Secular Judaism" - Is also the name of the culture formed and
developing within the secular Jewish population and is expressed by
works of art, customs, educational methods and contents and by the
celebration of national and personal holidays, which were formed within
the secular Jewish population during the past two hundred years. All these
express a variety of beliefs in man as sovereign, who believes in
principals of justice and human ethic values and not in a super-natural
being called god' who dispenses commandments which must be obeyed.
,
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"Religious Judaism" - Is the name of a population of Jews who observe
the commandments of the religious Halakha of the religious movements
to which they belong, as well as the religious synagogue communities
affiliated with that movement.
"Religious Judaism" - Is also the name of the culture which was formed
by religious Jews and is expressed through works of literature and art,
customs and ways of celebrating national and personal holidays,
according to the religious Halakhic commandments of the movement they
belong to. These customs express a variety of beliefs in the Jews'
commitment to obey religious commandments and/or their divine source.
Many educational institutes are still teaching "Jewish Studies" as the
studies of the Jewish religion, its movements, currents, works and
influence upon life within religious Jewry. Ignoring the secular culture of
the Jewish people distorts the image of Judaism. The works of secular
Jewry are the majority in Judaism in modern times.
Under the influence of the secularization process, Judaism has
redeveloped a historiography absent from Jewish culture since Josephus.
Historical and archeological research, developed under the influence of
secularization, sheds a new light on the Jews' cultures in past ages.
[See: "The Cultures of the Jews" edited by David Biale. "Judaism
Without God" by Yaakov Malkin, the chapter "Humanistic Secular
Judaism" by Yaakov Malkin in "Modern Judaism", edited by Nicholas de
Lange and Miri Freud-Kendel. "Religious Jewish Thought", edited by
Paul Mendes-Flor and Arthur Cohen, "The Lexicon of Judaism", edited
by Geoffrey Wigoder.]

Secularization Expressed Through Non-Religious and Humanistic Beliefs
Non-religious beliefs are expressed by changes in lifestyle of most Jews
who no longer observe the religious commandments given by religious
leaders in the name of a super-natural being.
Beliefs are expressed through behavior and not always verbal
declarations. Under the influence of the secularization process and the
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liberation from the commitment to religious laws, change has occurred in
all areas of life: Sexual and family life, ceremonies of marriage, the
number of children per family, woman's position and role in society,
education, manners of dress and hairstyle, food, body culture, works of art
and culture, ways of celebrating the holidays and commemorative dates of
the Jewish calendar.
Knowledge of these changes facilitates knowledge of what has been
changed, like: the Commandments of the Halakha as they are worded in
the "Shulhan Aruch". Commandments which no longer effect the lives of
most Jews today, but which encompassed the culture of most Jews up
until the 19 .
The decline in observance of religious commandments was caused
principally by the change in Jewish education. During the 20 century,
the majority of the world's Jews attended non-religious schools - in the
Diaspora - in non-Jewish schools, in Israel - in Jewish schools belonging
to the non-religious education system. Most of the world's Jews are
unaware of the Jewish religion's commandments or their origin in
Talmudic literature or the bible.
th
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R e l i g i o u s Jews' believe in the commitment to observe Mitzvot and to
obey the orders of religious leaders, they also believe that these religious
leaders carry out the will of god, who can punish offenders who do not
obey him and the religious leaders.
Secular Jews' believe they are free to choose their ways of behavior,
while abiding by the laws of the democratic state, but without any
commitment to observe those of religious Jewish leaders.
Non-religious
beliefs held by secular Jews usually include the belief in
an infinite universe, in which a super-natural being which surpasses its
infinity is not possible, and neither is 'God' as a personified super-natural
being, which has the power to command, threaten, punish or reward.
The spiritual world of secular people contains a variety of non-religious
beliefs, humanistic and anti-humanistic, such as: Pantheism, Deism,
Agnosticism and Epicurean Atheism.
What non-religious
beliefs have in common, is the creed that man is
free to choose his own way through life and is bound only by laws and
rules he/she selects or is compelled to obey and has no commitment to
obey the dictates of religious leaders.
12

What humanistic
non-religious
beliefs have in common is the creed that
man as sovereign is committed to principals of justice and universal moral
values (such as those stated by Hillel and Kant) and to obey such laws of
behavior as are derived from them, in order to sustain a society which
benefits mankind, ensures human rights to all and acts towards a maximal
humanization, as expressed through such behavior.
What anti-humanistic
beliefs have in common - whether religious or
non-religious - is the belief in the individual's obligation to obey the
commandments of an omnipotent leader (human or divine),
commandments which make all means acceptable for the realization of
goals set by the leader in the name of god or a certain ideal, without any
commitment for principals of justice and universal moral values, without
any consideration for human rights and equality. (Such as the beliefs in
Bin Laden, Hitler, Stalin, Mao...)
Ever since the age of Enlightenment, non-religious beliefs have spread
among the peoples of "western" countries in all continents. Under the
influences of the industrial, commercial and scientific revolutions, the
mass migration from village to city and the collapse of rural communities,
the reign of religious leadership over society had also collapsed. The
Enlightenment saw the spread and strengthening - among western people,
including Jews - of humanistic beliefs:
In the h u m a n rights for equality and p e r s o n a l freedom and in
democracy as the best of all forms of government which may ensure
them.
In the obligation to apply the principals
of j u s t i c e - the prohibition
of any activity harmful to others, to the individual self, to humanity and to
that which is human in man.
In criticism based on moral values - the standards forjudging and
preferring laws and behavior in light of principals of justice.

1*

The Secularization Process in the West, Its Affinity to the Changes in
Judaism
Because of the important influence of the secularization process on all
the areas of personal, public and cultural lives of the Jewish people, it is
only proper to devote a study unit to the causes and effects of the
secularization process on all peoples.
Owen Chadwick's book, "The Secularization of the European Mind" is
an excellent example of a study unit reviewing the development of the
secularization process, the transition from religious beliefs and behaviors
among the peoples of Europe, to thought and behavior which are free of
religious beliefs, even among those who continued to maintain religious
customs and traditions, as not to upset their religious kin. The
secularization process saw the spread - in the west, including Judaism of the humanistic creed that the purpose of morals is the bettering of the
lives of all human beings - not the pleasing of any god.
Learning the principals and sources of humanism is also vital for the
understanding of the secular Jewish culture which is developing within
modern day Judaism. A survey of the sources of humanism in antiquity
(the words of the prophets in the bible, the masterpieces of Greek
philosophy and tragedy), rediscovered in the works of the renaissance and
the humanistic movement in the age of Enlightenment, will be included in
the introduction to the study of the causes and effects of the secularization
process in the west and in Judaism, from the 17 century onwards.
The study of the modern humanist movement, developing parallel to
and combined with the secularization process of the peoples of Europe
and America, is also vital for the study of humanistic and socialistic
ideologies which spread among the secular nationalist movements in
Judaism, collided with communist totalitarian ideologies and affected the
path of secular Zionism - its policy and the implementation of its
principals in the Land of Israel, towards the establishment of the State of
Israel.
The uniqueness of the secularization process in Judaism is a result of
the uniqueness of the Jewish people and the circumstances in which the
secularization process took place. From the very beginnings in the
th
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writings of Spinoza and Mendelson, through the "Haskala" movement
against religious conservatism and orthodox religious isolation from the
cultures of the west. The "Haskala" paved the way for the secularization
process in Judaism - when philosophers, writers, teachers, and artists
from theatre and cinema began expressing through their art and their
writings the changes which occurred in Judaism.
The study of non-religious beliefs prevalent in Judaism today is
combined with understanding their affinity to humanistic ideas and beliefs
prevalent in western culture since the secularization process, including
their successes and failures in the struggle against totalitarian movements
and the relativists who justified them.
A selection of writings representing the development of the
secularization process in Jewish thought demonstrates the extreme
changes that Judaism underwent. For example: a selection of the works of
Y. L. Gordon, Moses Lilienblum, Echad Ha'Am, Theodore Hertzel, Max
Nordau, Zeev Jabotinsky, Y.H. Brenner, Micha Berdichevsky, H. N .
Bialik, Sholem Aleichem, Chaim Zietlovsky, Itzik Manger, Shalom Asch,
Simon Dubnov, Haim Cohen, Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Amos
Funkenstein, S. Yizhar, Amos Oz, A.B. Yehoshua and many others.
The secularization process and the development of the new Jewish
culture took place at the different Jewish centers of creation - from those
of western Europe in the 17 and 18 centuries (Amsterdam, Berlin),
through those in eastern Europe in the 19 century (major cities in Poland
and Ukraine) and in the 20 century - in Europe, America and Israel.
th
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A Historical Map and A Map of the Great Centers of Jewish Culture and
Creativity in Every Age
Aids to the study of Judaism as Culture and the effect that secular
Judaism had upon it include: a historical map of the great centers of
Jewish culture and creation in all ages.
The map will include geographic notation, periodization and reference
to a selection of artists, writers, philosphers and their works, representing
the culture and creation of the depicted age, including the movements and
currents of the Jewish religion, which had the most prominent infuence
over the culture of the Jewish people, up until the 19 century.
Graphic and schematic notations of these centers, creators, works,
common Jewish languages of each center and religious and secular
movements will assist the students in forming a succinct picture of the
multitude of Jewish cultures within Judaism and the changes it underwent
in all ages.
A few examples for themes of historical maps of the great centers of
Jewish culture and creation:
1. The f i r s t half of the 2 0 century: The centers and their
representative works in Eastern, Central and Western Europe, in
North and South America, Central and Southern Asia, North, East
and South Africa, Australia and the Land of Israel.
2. The second half of the 2 0 century: The centers and their
representative works in Israel, America and Europe.
3. The f i r s t half of the f i r s t m i l l e n n i u m B. C.: The centers of the
kingdoms of Judea and Israel, the representative works of the
Jewish cultures in biblical times.
4. The Hellenistic-Byzantian
age: The communities and centers of
religious, philosophical, historiographic, artistic and mystical
creation - in Judea, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Libya and Southern
Europe.
5. Centers of religious, mystical and secular creation in Middle Ages
Jewry, in Irak, Egypt, Spain, Italy, Germany and Provance.
th
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Through these historical maps, the students will be familiarized with the
chronological history of the Jewish people's culture throughout the three
thousand years of its existence.
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The Issue of "Who Is A Jew" and the Separation of Jewish National
Identity from Religious Identity in Present and Biblical Times
The debate over the issue of "Who Is A Jew" is influenced by the
secularization process and has many roles in the study of Judaism As
Culture including the subjects:
The changing elements of Jewish identity and the role of the
awareness of being Jewish in a non-Jewish environment.
- Awareness of a non-religious Jewish identity and its influence on
the perception of Judaism as culture.
Changes in awareness to Jewish identity in present and past times
and their influence on the selection of "Jewish Sources" as works
representative of Judaism as culture.
- The influence of the changes in defining Jewish identity over the
implementation of the Israeli 'Law of Return' and the society and
culture of the Jewish people the world over.
- Ways of joining the Jewish people without religious conversion of
any sort.
- What is "nationality" and since when is it a characteristic of
groups within mankind? What is a national language and what is
its function in the constitution of a people's culture and identity?
- Who is a Jewish creator? Are Heine, Proust, Kafka, Mahler,
Modigliani, Schoneberg considered "Jewish creators"? (The
Philips Gallery in Washington devoted, in 2005, an exhibition of
90 of Modigliani's works to "the influence of the Spanish-Jewish
national and cultural background on Modigliani and his work")

A National Identity Separate From Religious Identity
Most of the world's Jews are recognized as such - by themselves and
others - not because of their religion, but because they are members of
the Jewish people, their Jewish family origin or their joining a Jewish
family or community.
Changes in the Jewish national identity have occurred throughout the
three millenia since the Jews became known as a members of a Jewish
17

people, which is unique and different from others - as defined by the
author of the scroll of Esther and Egyptian, Greek and Roman writers in
the Hellenistic age.
Biblical authors refer to Jews as "Bnei Israel" (Sons of Israel), which
speak in Jerusalem a "Jewish" language and who live in the land of Israel
where there are city-states related to other middle-eastern people, such as
the Hittites and Philistines. The prophet Amos refers also to the
homelands of peoples who emigrated to the land of Israel, like Bnei Israel
from Egypt and the Philistines from Crete.
Biblical literature reveals a Jewish national identity distinct from
religious Jewish identity. In the works of biblical prophets and authors,
"Bnei Israel" worship gods in Canaanite religious rituals, in addition to or
instead of the Israelite god and in contradiction to the belief in Jehovah as
an exclusive deity, the very core of the Jewish religion. Since the prophets
opposed the multitude of religions, common in Jewish culture in the land
of Israel, their testimony is believable.
The Hellenistic-Byzantyne age and the Middle Ages witnessed the
merging of Jewish national identity and Jewish religious identity. People
were considered Jewish - in their and in other's eyes - by observing the
commandments of the Jewish religion, such as the Sabbath and Kosher
food. Jews in Israel and the Diaspora were usually members of a
congregation belonging to a Jewish synagogue, where they convened at
holidays and Sabbaths, according to the customs of religious Jewish
culture.
A renewed separation of Jewish national identity from religious Jewish
identity began in the 15 century. Primarily, when the majority of Jews in
Spain convert to Christianity, but are still regarded as Christian Jews or
"New Christians" by their non-Jewish environment and sometimes - even
by themselves.
During the age of Enlightenment, Haskala and the secularization
process, beginning in the 17 century, a recognition has spread that there
is a separation between Jewish national identity (refering to Jews who do
not observe the commandments of the Jewish religion) from religious
Jewish identity (which is expressed by the observance of the Jewish
religion's commandments and membership in a religious Jewish
synagogue's congregation).
th

th
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The biography and writings of Spinoza represent, in the 17 century,
the beginning of this recognition and the start of a non-religious Jewish
national identity, spreading among Jews who do not lead a religious
Jewish lifestyle, do not believe in their commitment to uphold the laws
made by religious Jewish leaders, live outside the communities led by
them, but still maintain their membership of the Jewish people, like
Spinoza - the greatest of Jewish philosophers.

Modern Nationalist Movements Separating Religion from State
th

The nationalist movements developing in Europe since the 18 century,
have been establishing the recognition of the separation of peoples'
religious identity from their national identity. In the national states arising
in Europe in the 19 and 20 centuries, religion is separate from the state
- citizens are required to fulfill their civic duties while being members of
various religious movements - such as Lutheranism, Catholicism,
Anglicanism and Judaism, or members of secular movements and
political parties.
Within Judaism, the 19 and 20 centuries saw the rise of secular
nationalist movements, which distinguish between Jewish national
identity and religious identity, which aspire to a Jewish autonomy within
a cultural or political - but not a religious entity. Among the Zionist
movements aspiring to a political autonomy, Hertzl represents the
principals of separation between religion and state. Among the antiZionist movements - the Bund and the Jewish communists - the
aspirations are focused on a cultural Jewish autonomy, which is
unmistakably atheist.
Shortly before the Holocaust, most of the world's Jews lived outside of
religious communities, which had been crumbling under the influence of
Emancipation and the mass migration from small eastern European towns
to the big cities of Europe and America. Most Jews lived within
concentrations of Jewish population, as citizens of the countries to which
they migrated, some of them members of their fellow countrymen's
nationalist movements, others - in political parties, organizations and
secular nationalist movements.
th

th
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Common Characteristics of Jewish Nationality
Jewish national identity is characterized by the recognition of the Bible
as historical evidence of a common origin and as a classic literature which
founds a national culture. The Bible is the only element of national
consciousness which is shared by all cultures, religious and secular,
included in Judaism.
The family origin, which is a trademark of the Jewishness of most of the
world's Jews today, is also characteristic of the biblical myth, which plays
a fundamental part in the shaping of Jewish national consciousness. The
Bible depicts the formation of the Jewish people during the exodus from
Egypt, by members of different tribes with a common family heritage that is, the family of Yaakov-Israel, his sons and their wives. According
to this historical myth, during its formation, the Jewish people was joined
by a multitude of other ethnic groups, with different family origins,
which, through their act of joining the people of "Bnei Israel", become a
part of the Jewish people from that day on.
The kings of Judea and Israel are considered to be Jewish kings, even
when they are born the sons of non-Jewish women, which have joined
Jewish families, like David's ancestral mother - a Moabite woman, Ruth,
who chose to join the Jewish people by declaration alone.
The non-Jewish wives of Jewish kings, according to the bible's stories,
had affected the Jewish culture and society. Such as Ma'akha, who
changed the face of the Temple of Jehovah by placing in it the statue of
Ashera - the matriarch of the Canaanite pantheon, which remained in the
Temple for two thirds (though not continuously) of its 370 years. Izevel
(Jezebel) made the religions of Ashtoret and Baal into the official religion
of the northern Jewish state. Esther was a Jew, but she kept her
Jewishness secret from the Persian authorities when she participated in
and won the Persian king's international intercourse competition. She
became the first Jewish queen in any foreign court and saved her people
from the first 'final solution' to be introduced by any regime.
Within the bible's stories, Jewishness is not simply a function of Jewish
religiousness or religious conversion. The Jewish religious Halakha,
which has developed on the foundation of biblical literature, still
recognizes the Jewishness of Jews who have stopped observing the
20

Jewish religion's commandments, do not believe in the existence of a
personified super-natural being and do not consider religious identity as a
Jewish national identity. As far as the Halakha is concerned, secular Jews
are no less Jewish than religious Jews.

The Failure in Denying Jewish Nationality in the Name of Religion
Compared with the successful separation of Jewish national identity
from religious identity, the attempts to separate religious Jewish identity
from national identity have failed.
The greatest of these failures was the attempt made by the religious
Reform Movement, in Germany and America, which, early on, sought the
separation of the Jews' religious identity from their national one.
Religious Reform leaders in the 19 century demanded that Jews be
recognized as "Germans of the Jewish faith" or "Americans of the Jewish
faith", so that no-one will doubt their loyalty and their German or
American nationality. The failure of this attempt was due to the Jewish
religion being a national religion (a religion whose laws and
commandments are observed solely by Jews), which is a part of the
Jewish people's culture, which includes secular and religious cultures
alike. Jewish national identity may be separated from religious Jewish
identity, religious Jewish identity may not be separated from Jewish
national identity. A man may no more divorce his people than his parents.
The attempts made by Jews to leave the Jewish people by joining a nonJewish religion, family or culture - may succeed in the second or third
generations, when their children or grandchildren are no longer aware of
their Jewish family origin or of the meaning of their Jewish origin.
When a person's Jewish origin no longer plays a part in his life, that
person's national identity is blurred. During the 20 century, anti-Semitic
regimes have reminded second and third generation Jews of their
Jewishness, but in social environments where racial anti-Semitism is not
active, the children and grand-children of Jews who have left their people,
succeed in joining others. According to Salo Baron's research, throughout
the years since the collapse of the Roman Empire, the majority of the
members of the Jewish people have left it.
th
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Erroneous Definitions of Judaism  ־Marx and Sartre
Jews continue being Jews as long as their Jewishness plays a part in
their lives, works, spiritual and cultural activities or the way their
environment treats them.
Heine and Mahler, for instance, remained Jewish, even after converting
to Christianity, both in the influence that their Jewishness had on their
work and in the attitude of their anti-Semitic environment towards them.
Heine's Jewish friend, Karl Marx  ־whose father had converted to
Christianity - sought to deny the very existence of Jews as a people and to
view them only as a "bourgeois class". Marx and his Jewish supporters
have not succeeded in distorting Jewish history just as they could not free
themselves of their Jewish national identity in the eyes of their
environment, or its effect on their work.
Sartre, in his "The Jewish Question", saw Jewishness only as the result
of the way Jews are treated by their environment. To him, Jewishness was
the mere "perception" of a person as a Jew, because Jews, as he claims,
have no national culture of their own, but are sometimes recognizable as
Jews by their physical appearance. These seemingly anti-Semitic remarks
are included in a book in which Sartre declares his complete opposition to
anti-Semitism of any sort.
This intellectual confusion is shared by those friendly to Jews regarding
the issue of "Who Is A Jew". (Max Frisch in his play "Andorra" and
Joseph Losey in his "Monsieur Klein", demonstrate Sartre's theory by
describing non-Jewish people who become Jewish as a result of being
singled out as such by their environment and then suffering its hostility.
Jewishness is a membership in the Jewish people, whose three thousand
years old national culture, including the Jewish national religion, has
influenced both Sartre's Franco-Christian culture and the cultures and
religions of all the peoples of Europe. This influence has produced,
through Christian education, a special kind of anti-semitism, religious and
secular, which had caused people like Sartre to deny the existence of an
independent Jewish people and culture, seeing them only as functions of
non-Jewish attitudes towards them.
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Awareness of Anti-Semitism as an Element of Jewish Identity
The Jews' awareness of anti-Semitism in all its forms, mild and
murderous alike, has become a reinforcing element of Jewish identity One's awareness of being Jewish is as a potential object of an anti-Semitic
attitude or action.
Racial anti-Semitism which began in the 15 century in Spain and
climaxed in the 20 century's Holocaust, initiated by Nazi Germans - and
their willing volunteers from among all the peoples of Europe. [The
German army included units of all European nationalities, including that
organized by Hajj Amin El Husseini in Yugoslavia - later awarding him
shared photographs with Hitler and Goebels. After Germany's defeat, he
was declared a war criminal and the Swiss refused his request for asylum.
That request was later granted by France's Ministry of Foreign Affaires,
which, several months later, smuggled him into Egypt - which reinstated
his position as the spokesman of Palestinian nationality. (See: David
Pryce Jones - Commentary, May 2005)]
The Jews' awareness of anti-Semitism - past and present - plays
different roles in the lives of Jews than the role it plays in the spiritual
lives of non-Jews. The awareness of the Holocaust, as unprecedented
phenomenon in human history, of the dangers and the various displays of
anti-Semitism, fortifies a sense of national solidarity with every Jewish
public in the world. (The Palestinian authority's 2005 textbooks include a
statement that the Czarist Secret Service's fabrication, "The Protocols of
Zion", is actually an accurate report of the First Zionist congress in Basel.
The same year saw the committee of the association of 40,000 university
professors in Britain declare a scientific and academic ban on two Jewish
universities in Israel.
The anti-Semitism, which exists since the Hellenistic age, before the
establishment of Christianity, cannot be explained rationally. It spread in
post-revolutionary France, in Germany after Napoleon's Emancipation
laws, in communist Soviet Union and in Poland, even after no Jews were
left.
The unique awareness of anti-Semitism has become one of Jewishness'
distinct characteristics, one of the fortifying elements of Jewish national
consciousness.
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The Jewish People is as Unique as Any People - Hence the
Difficulty in Defining It
The Jewish people are as unique as any other people in the world. Each
and every people is a unique historical and cultural phenomenon, which
makes it difficult for social scientists to define a "people" or a "nation", or
to answer the question "Who is a Jew?" or "Who is a Greek?"
Definition is the denotation of all the characteristics, common to a
group of particulars included in the defined concept.
That which is unique, cannot be defined by generalizations. In
describing a unique personality we need to refer to its biography, which
defines the similarities it shares with others. In describing the
characteristics of a unique people, we need its historical biography, which
is just as unique as the people itself.
Judaism as a national entity is unique, as are the elements shaping its
members' 'nationality' - which is the awareness of their membership in
the Jewish people.
Various levels of education determine various degrees of national
awareness, such as:
One's awareness of being J e w i s h , a descendant of a family that is
Jewish or that joined Judaism.
One's awareness of the world's Jewry's common historical
origin
- an origin which may be fantasy or fact, but its recognition
becomes an element of Jews' national identity.
One's awareness of the Bible as the classic Jewish
literature
which is the foundation of the Jewish people's culture, the
foundation of the awareness of a common origin. "The Jewish
people's portable homeland" as Heine said.
One's awareness of the vastness and variety ofJewish
cultural
c r e a t i o n , religious and secular, the effects other people's cultures
have had on its works and its own effects on the cultures of others.
One's awareness of the land of Israel as the national homeland of
the Jewish people and of the Hebrew language as its most ancient
national tongue.
One's awareness of the hopes for Jewish independence
in the land
of Israel, which are common in the religious messianic
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movements and the secular nationalist movements who
established the State of Israel.
One's awareness of the difference between the c u l t u r e s of the Jews
- religious and secular - which developed within Judaism since
the Hellenistic age.
One's awareness of the r e l i g i o u s and n o n - r e l i g i o u s beliefs
prevalent in Judaism.
One's awareness of the l i v e s of most Jews as t o l e r a t e d or
p e r s e c u t e d minorities within other peoples, throughout most of the
Jewish people's history and the awareness of anti-Semitism, its
dangers and the Holocaust.
One's awareness of Z i o n i s m which established the State of Israel
and its influence on Judaism as a whole.

Since When is the Jewish People Known as a Distinct People?
The Jewish people have been recognized as distinct, separate from other
peoples, for about three thousand years. Even if the Bible had not begun
to be written until the 7 century B.C. (and not the 10 , as some say), we
have evidence of the Jews' beliefs and the self recognition of their being
part of a distinct people, known as 'Bnei Israel', with its own unique
history and its own god, much like many other peoples who lived at the
same time in the Middle East.
This Jewish-Israeli national entity was recognized by the members of
other peoples - as evidenced in Mesopotamian documents of that period,
and the mention of the unique name "Israel" in an Egyptian document,
written by the son of Ra'amses the second, in the 13 century B.C.
These facts remained unchanged, even if certain archeologists succeed
in proving that the origin of the Jewish people is that of a group which
once belonged to another people, who later invented its own myths and
historical past in order to be considered as the separate, Jewish people.
The Jews' recognition of their being a unique, separate people is
apparent in Jewish literature, which continued its development during the
Hellenistic age (in the Bible, the Talmudic literature, the books of the
Maccabees, Jewish literature in Greek and the writings of Jewish
historians and philosophers such as Josephus and Pilon). This rich and
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varied Jewish literature describes the history of the Jewish people during
its first two kingdoms, the destruction of those kingdoms and the exile of
part of the Jewish people to Mesopotamia in the mid-first millennium
B.C., the return of several hundred Jews from Mesopotamia - when it was
conquered by the Persians, therefore allowing the reestablishment of a
Jewish entity in Jerusalem, and the development of the third Jewish
kingdom - the Hasmonean Kingdom (in the Hellenistic age), which
apparently contained only a portion of the Jewish people, who lived in the
Diaspora throughout the countries of Asia, Africa and Europe.
The testimony of this Jewish literature about the existence and
development of the Jewish people and its culture are also backed up by
archeological findings, testimonies and writings of non-Jewish authors Egyptians, Greeks, Romans - which recognized the uniqueness of the
Jewish people. These authors described the Jewish people's
characteristics according to their personal views, which sometimes
included clearly anti-Semitic expressions (like those of Tacitus),
expressions which were considered anti-Semitic in that time as well, as
clear from Josephus's "Against Apion".
Since then and up until the establishment of the fourth Jewish state Israel - there accumulated documents, testimonies and works of literature,
philosophy and historiography which relate to the existence of the Jewish
people, its uniqueness, distinctness and the difficulty in defining it and its
members. Due to the multitude of forms and manners that the Jewish
people developed during the two and a half millennia in Diaspora in
different cultures and ethnicities, these difficulties increased.

Emphasizing the Uniqueness of Judaism's Different Cultures
Plurality and pluralism are characteristic of the Jewish people's
uniqueness. Members are of different races and colors, living in different
cultures around the world. Jews lived, spoke and created in Jewish
languages and in other peoples' languages, even though Hebrew was,
from the start, the Jewish people's distinguishing tongue.
The Jewish people, like most peoples, includes descendants of groups
who belonged to other peoples. A biblical author from the first half of the
first millennium B.C., called them "Erev Rav" - a mixed multitude of
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descendants of peoples and families other than that of 'Bnei Israel', but he
described this multitude as the sum of those joining the Jewish people in
its formation. Thus, it was assumed in the writer's time and ours that Jews
are descendants of many peoples.
The geographic distance between Jewish population centers has
preserved the plurality of the Jewish people's cultures. Yemenite Jewish
culture was nothing like German Jewish culture, and both were different
than Ukrainian, Moroccan or American Jewish cultures.
In Israel there has begun the process of merging Jewish cultures.
Among second and third generations of'Newcomers', which arrived in
Israel from over a hundred countries of all continents, the cultural
characteristics belonging to their country or ethnic origins are gradually
disappearing. Marriages between different ethnicities accelerate this
process of Jewish cultural merging, similar to that which has occurred in
other national states.
In countries including two culturally and nationally different peoples such as the Flemish and the Walloon in Belgium and Jewish and
Palestinian peoples in Israel - two parallel processes of national merging
are occurring and in Israel there are both a Jewish culture and a
Palestinian culture.
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The Role of the Hebrew Language and of Jewish Languages Such as
Yiddish in the Forming of Jewish National Identity
Language as a Means of Formation and Expression of National
Culture
National language becomes a people's unique trademark, functioning as
one of the elements forming and expressing its unique culture - its
symbols, beliefs, manners and customs, works and ways of public and
inter-personal communication. The formation of Italian as a national
language from dozens of local dialects, was a process parallel to Italy's
becoming a national state - when a central Italian government conquered
and unified all its regions in the 19 century. The Welsh people, seeking
the renewal of its national cultural independence, has been working for
several decades for the institutionalization and spreading of Welsh
language studies and usage in everyday life, communication and art, after
many years of having English take its place. The Turkish government
tried, and failed, to ban the study and use of the Kurdish language among
the large Kurdish minority, in order to assimilate them into the Turkish
people - it eventually gave up in face of national Kurdish revival,
expressed through the use of its national language throughout the Kurdish
Diaspora in Iraq, Iran, Syria and Turkey.
Language is one of the elements forming a national identity. It evokes
in its speakers an awareness of their difference from others. A national
language preserves unique cultural assets, expressing an awareness of a
common historical heritage, represented in historical myths and oral and
written works of literature.
Hebrew was the national language of ancient Jews in the age of the first
two kingdoms of the Jewish people. Its proximity to Phoenician, whose
works predated the Bible by approximately fifteen centuries, also
emphasizes the difference between these two national languages. A
similar proximity exists between adjacent, yet separate languages - such
as Spanish and Portuguese, German and Yiddish - which are the national
languages of different nations.
One of the unique characteristics of Judaism as a culture is the
multitude of Jewish national languages (languages used only by Jews),
which functioned within Jewish culture, parallel to Hebrew, during the
th
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two millennia since Hebrew stopped being an everyday language and
until its renewal and reinstatement as the language of speech,
communication, education and creation for six million Jews in Israel and
the Diaspora (out of the sum of the world's 13 million Jews).
Jews in most Jewish communities in the world used a number of
languages. A Jewish vernacular (a language or dialect used only by Jews),
the language of speech and creation (used by the peoples among whom
they lived) and in addition - the Hebrew language, (through which young
boys learned to read the Torah, and all prayed and read from it in the
synagogue), Aramaic (through which teenage boys learned Talmudic
literature), and other national languages which were necessary for
commerce and other vocations.
The Hebrew language and the Bible, written in it, were cultural
foundations common to all Jewish communities in all Judaisms until the
20 century. That makes Hebrew a prime national language, together with
other Jewish languages, such as Yiddish, used by 11 million of the
world's Jews before the Holocaust and Ladino, used by communities
descending from those banished from Spain, particularly in the
Mediterranean region.
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The Variety of Roles Hebrew Has Played Since the Sealing of the
Bible
Since Hebrew stopped being a language of speech and creation in the
everyday life of the majority of the Jewish people, in the first millennium
A.D., it continued its development in Judaism as a scholars' language, the
language of sacred texts, prayers and poetry, a language of cultural and
commercial communication between Jews living in different cultures.
Hebrew was a language of communication between the Arabic speaking
Jews, living in Islamic cultures, and Jews speaking the Jewish dialects of
European languages (German, Italian, Spanish, etc.) living in the areas
under Christian influence in the Middle Ages (Maimonedes' "Guide to
the Perplexed" was written in Arabic in the 12 century in Egypt, and
known to Jews in Europe through its 13 century translations into
Hebrew).
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Hebrew in the Middle Ages was an international language, enabling
communication among Jewish scholars, Rabbis, merchants and bankers in
Asia, Africa and Europe who were separated by barriers of language.
Aside from Hebrew's functions in religious Jewish culture, it was also a
secular language of communication - serving as a teaching language for
Jewish teachers of medicine in Italian universities during the Renaissance,
a language used by Mediterranean Jewish merchants trading with India
(Maimonedes' brother, for example), and other countries in Asia. Jews
who migrated from country to country and continent to continent, such as
the authors of Jewish travel books (Binyamin of Tudela) or Jews who
were often banished from their hometowns, (during the first half of the
second millennium) and were hosted in Jewish communities.
Jewish writers and poets wrote their religious and secular works in
Hebrew, during all ages of the Jewish culture, (such as the Hebrew Love
and Wine Poetry and literature in Italy and Spain in the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance). Translations into Hebrew allowed Jews of different
ethnicities in different continents to know the works of those in other
languages. Hebrew also facilitated movements and currents within
Judaism (such as Sabbetaianism and other Messianic movements).
Due to the variety of roles played by the Hebrew language within
Judaism as a culture, during the Middle Ages, the Enlightenment and the
Haskala, it continued its development and increased its vocabulary, in
spite of not being the everyday spoken language of most Jews in the
world.
Hebrew, as a national language, remained a unifying element of the
Jewish people and culture, throughout the two millennia since it was last
used as a spoken language. The role of Hebrew within Judaism is yet
another distinctive characteristic of the Jewish people and its culture.

The Effects of Yiddish, the Language Used By the Majority of the
Jewish People Before the Holocaust On Judaism as a Culture
Yiddish played the role of a national language during the years it was
used by the majority of the Jewish people, becoming a formative element
of the Ashkenazi Jewish culture in Europe and carried by the Jews to the
Americas, South Africa, Australia and Israel.
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Yiddish, being one of the most prolific languages in Europe, became, at
the close of the 20 century, the subject of study and research in dozens
of universities in Europe, America, Israel and China.
The studies of Judaism As Culture should devote a unit to Yiddish
culture - to the works representing the myriad of cultural activities of
Jews before the Holocaust, the literature, philosophy, religion, secular
national movements and the performing arts.
Yiddish was the language of the majority of Jewish literary and poetic
works created during the first half of the 20 century. Yiddish was the
language of most of the world's Jewish press. Newspapers published in
Hebrew in Eastern Europe included Yiddish appendages in order to
ensure their readership, until eventually becoming wholly Yiddish
newspapers. Only the State of Israel saw the redevelopment of the
Hebrew press.
Yiddish was the language of modern Jewish rhetoric - in oral literature,
religious and secular, by Magidim (religious preachers) and popular
secular lecturers, traveling through the Jewish communities in the
Diaspora. This was the continuation of the ancient tradition of oral
literature, developed in Judaism since the Biblical Prophets, the
Hellenistic literature of sermons and studies in synagogues in Israel and
the Diaspora using Aramaic and Greek, the Middle Ages' literature of
preachers - in Hebrew, Italian, Yiddish, ethnic vernaculars and Latin.
The 19 and 20 centuries continued this tradition of oral literature
through the Magidim and secular lecturers in Yiddish and Hebrew in the
Diaspora's shtetls and towns and in Eretz Israel's villages and cities. In
modern times, the main instruments of Jewish rhetoric are radio and
television - through the Yiddish and English radio broadcasts in America
in the thirties and forties and the Hebrew radio and television broadcasts
in Israel.
The influence of Yiddish culture is also apparent in the works of Jewish
creators as part of western lingual cultures - in literature, screenwriting,
theatre and cinema. These influences can be seen in the works of Jewish
writers and artists, descendants of Yiddish speaking families and
communities, who emigrated to the West and whose creative tools were
German and English. These influences are traceable in such works of
satire, irony and humor - as the Yiddish films made by Jewish German
directors such as Ernst Lubitch in his early career, the Yiddish-German
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satirical cabaret of Reinhardt (originally Goldman) in his early career in
Berlin, through the works of such writers as Kafka and Bellow, and those
of Jewish artists in film and TV - like Mel Brooks, Woody Allen and
Jerry Seinfeld.

Jewish Languages and Cultures Developed in Jewish Ethnic
Communities in Asia, Africa and the Americas
The studies of Judaism As Culture include chapters dedicated to Jewish
ethnic cultures - unique languages and cultures which have developed
within Jewish population centers isolated from others and influenced by
the surrounding non-Jewish community - represented by works of
philosophy, literature, art and religion which are unique of the developing
ethnicity to each specific Jewish population.
The largest Jewish ethnicity, in the second half of the 20 century, is
that of North American Jewish culture, of millions of Jews, whose
characteristics are different from any other Jewish community in the
world. These characteristics include its American English language in
which its most important works were created and in which religious and
secular cultural lives are led today. Prayers and sermons, in most of the
American Jewish sector's synagogues are performed in English (much
like the use of Aramaic and Greek in synagogues during the Hellenistic
age). The rich cultural legacy of America's Jewry includes the secular
thought and literature developed within it (expressed through the English
and Yiddish press and books), the religious thought and theory
representing the movements of the majority of religious Jews in the world
- Reform and Conservative, the works of Jewish creators in the
performing arts and cinema, in the plastic arts and architecture.
Jewish studies are being taught in institutions of pluralistic religious
education - including students and teachers of all religious movements,
university departments in which Judaism is taught mainly as a religion. In
the beginning of the 21 century, several universities began teaching the
"Posen Programs of Judaism As Culture", a secular approach, a few
others established classes for "Israel Studies" meant to research and teach
the unique Jewish historical and cultural phenomenon developed in Israel
in the 20 century.
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Other unique Jewish cultures, religious and secular, though far smaller
than the American one, developed in Jewish populations in North and
East Africa and in South and Central Asia - such as those of Iraqi Jews,
Ladino speaking Spanish Jews in Southern Europe and the Middle East,
Jews of Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, Yemen, the 'Bnei Israel' of
Southern India, those of Ethiopia, Bukhara and the Caucuses.
Within such centers of population, there developed a cultural ethnicity
with unique features, the use of its country's language and its own Jewish
dialects, the structure and nature of family life, forms of Jewish
education, separate or combined with the general education system,
traditions and customs of celebrating personal and national holidays,
works of religion, poetry, dance and music. In spite of the great cultural
distance between these ethnicities, they developed and maintained a
Jewish national identity.
During the 20 century, Haskala movements and secularizing factors
began to influence the educated within the communities of these Jewish
ethnicities, such as the Ladino speaking Jewry of Southern Europe and
Iraqi and North-West African Jewry.
The Jews living in the state of Israel have been influenced by cultures of
all the Jewish ethnicities, who met there during the first fifty years of its
existence. The majority of Israel's Jews live in a secular western Jewish
culture, which had developed in Ashkenazi Jewry in Europe, and is
influenced, like all western culture, by international factors of education,
entertainment and media. Minorities within Israeli society continue to live
mainly within the ethnic culture in which they were raised - such as the
Ashkenazi Orthodox, the Moroccan Orthodox and the Ethiopian
orthodox.
The process of learning of Judaism as a culture includes awareness of
the minority ethnic cultures and their influence on Jewish creation in
Israel, in the fields of music, celebration and performing arts.
The languages, traditions and works created within Judaism's minor
ethnic cultures are an inseparable part of the mosaic which is the multicultural culture of the Jewish people.
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The expressions of ethnic cultures in the Jewish people should be
viewed within the framework of Judaism As Culture studies, with its
many facets - the research and teaching of art, crafts and folklore, dance
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and music, literature, theology and philosophy developing in one ethnicity
and influencing others, such as the influence of creators in Sephardic
Jewry, like Maimonedes and Spinoza on the secularization process in
Judaism; or the influence of Ashkenazi Jewish thinkers and leaders, like
Hertzl, Nordau and Ben-Gurion, who led the secular Zionist movement
which established the State of Israel.
In Israel, the methodic study of Jewish ethnic cultures has begun.
Exhibitions in the Israel Museum, films and theatre performances, works
of literature and journalism, popular festivities, present the different
aspects of these cultures. Many Israeli Jewish works - of music, cinema,
dance and other arts - are influenced by Israel's multitude of ethnicities,
and many attempts are made to merge styles.
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The Revival of Hebrew in the 20 Century - an Unprecedented
Process Shaping a New Jewish Culture
The rare success of Israel's secular Jewry is the enterprise of renewing
Hebrew as an everyday language. Hebrew in the modern age took on all
the roles played by national languages in the lives of their peoples, while
still carrying out its traditional duties as a language of communication
between Jewish ethnicities of all continents.
Much like in the past, today's Hebrew unified groups of Jews of
different ethnicities and cultures in their encounter in Israel, most of
whom are now living in a unique Israeli Jewish culture.
Hebrew functions in Israel as element forming a Jewish national
consciousness, even in the lives of such Jews whose parents, or they
themselves, also speak other languages.
The majority of Jews under 18 today, are educated in Israel, in Hebrew.
Forty percent of the world's Jewry already reside in Israel, and experts in
demographics (De la Pergolla) predict that within a few decades, Israel
will house the majority of the Jewish people.
At the beginning of the 21 century, Hebrew became the prominent
language of Jewish creation and culture: thousands of books in Hebrew
are published each year in Israel, hundreds of Hebrew books are
translated each year into many languages (mainly - English, German,
Italian and Russian). The work of contemporary Israeli writers is the
st
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subject of research and study in universities in Europe and America and
in international academic conventions.
Hundreds of Hebrew songs are sung daily in the broadcasts of Israeli
radio stations, many plays are performed in Hebrew each week, Hebrew
speaking Israeli films are screened in many countries and festivals
worldwide and two million Jewish pupils attend schools in Hebrew in
Israel. Seven Jewish universities in Israel and tens of colleges are
attended by hundreds of thousands of Hebrew speaking students. Schools
of arts (the first, "Bezalel", was established in 1905), a myriad of small
theatre groups and theatre and cinema schools have been established in all
major cities, in addition to the National Theatre, the Israeli opera and city
theatres.
The renewal of the Hebrew language is apparent in all areas in which
Israel's national language takes part: Hebrew is the language of everyday
speech and communication for millions of Jews in Israel and hundreds of
thousands of Jews in the Diaspora, Hebrew is the language of the world's
major Jewish press - written and broadcasted, Hebrew is used for the
studies of natural sciences, engineering and technology, it is the language
of commerce and the stock market, the language of transportation, of the
army and the police.
All these phenomena appear obvious today, but they represent the great
variety of achievements made by the Jewish people's cultural enterprise in
the 20 century: the renewal of its ancient language now being changed
and developed through its millions of speakers.
The studies of Judaism As Culture include a study of all the above and
the history of the three thousand years of the Hebrew language as a
forming factor of the Jewish national consciousness.
Europe's Haskala movement and the work of pioneers in late 19
century Israel, such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, turned Hebrew into an
everyday language in family and public life. Hebrew kindergarten and
school teachers in late 19 and early 20 centuries, taught their pupils
Hebrew even though the parents did not speak it. The Zionist movement,
in the early 20 century, developed a secular Jewish education system as
part of the enterprise of renewing the Hebrew language as the language of
secular Jewish settlement in Israel and Jewish Zionist schools in the
Diaspora.
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These efforts were successful in spite of aggressive resistance by the
orthodox religious public whose leaders asked the Turkish government in
Palestine to arrest Ben-Yehuda, and did all they could to stop the renewal
of Hebrew.
Hebrew was the only common language of the Jews who arrived in
Israel from the many countries and continents in the first half of the 20
century. The spread of Hebrew, through the education system, an adult
education system, the press and the secular Jewish settlement's political
leadership, within a few years, pre world war I, made Hebrew into the
language of the majority of Jews in Israel.
The Hebrew language was developing as quickly as it was spreading,
rapidly increasing in vocabulary and idioms, to accommodate its new
roles in everyday life, economics and technology. Words were invented,
proposed, assimilated or rejected by the speaking public. The Academy of
the Hebrew Language was established in order to regularize the rules of
the language and include its new words and idioms. Today, these words
adopted by the public are not considered new (such as "Hashmal" electricity, and "Mivreshet" - brush, and their derivative verbal
conjugations), others were rejected and replaced by words from foreign
languages.
The small and divided religious Zionist movement joined the secular
Zionist movement and became a full partner in its educational and
pioneering enterprises, despite the continuing resistance of extreme
religious parties.
During the first quarter of the 20 century, Hebrew became the teaching
language of children from kindergarten up to the first Jewish university
established in Jerusalem, and the first Jewish university of science and
technology established in Haifa.
At the beginning of the 21 century, the second and third generations
living a Hebrew culture are the majority of creators and teachers of
Jewish culture in Israel.
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The Recognition of Jews - From Biblical Times to Today - Was
Independent of the Religious Definition
36

The recognition of the Jewish people's existence as a distinct people has
been prevalent, among Jews as well as others, since the first millennium
B.C.. The recognition of persons as Jewish or belonging to "Bnei Israel",
as a result of their membership in the Jewish people has been documented
since then within a myriad of works.
The Bible includes many of the evidences of the Jewish people's
existence, its members' national consciousness and the recognition of
other peoples of its uniqueness and distinctness. Some of the books
included in the Bible (the greatest literary anthology surviving in the West
of works from the first millennium B.C.) were translated into Greek as
early as the third century B.C.. The contents of many of the Bible's
chapters were known, in various versions, by the writers of the
Hellenistic-Byzantine era.
Further evidence of the existence of the Jewish people, living in Jewish
kingdoms, are found in Egyptian and Mesopotamian memorials and
documents, dating to the first and second millennia B.C. as well as the
Hellenistic era - in dozens of Jewish, Greek and Roman works of
literature and historiography.
Individuals who were members of the Jewish people or joined its
families, considered themselves as Jews, as did their non-Jewish
neighbors.
In past biblical periods, Religious Jewish leaders invented new
definitions for Jewishness and set them down in the Halakha. The Jewish
identity of individuals and families had been independent of religious
definitions until Religious Jewish leaders began naming their inventions
"Laws of Moses from Sinai". The Halakhic definition of a Jew: One who
is born to a Jewish mother or who underwent orthodox religious
conversion.
Orthodox rabbis keep secret listings, separating Halakhicly-approved
Jews from others, who according to their laws are disqualified from
marriage with a Jewish man or woman. These lists are unrecognized by
the majority of the secular Jewish public. Jews who are disqualified by
the rabbis are, however, awarded Israeli citizenship, according to the Law
of Return, study in Jewish schools in Israel and are recruited as Jews to
the IDF. When the rabbinate refuses to wed them, they join the quarter of
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Israeli couples who wed outside the rabbinate (usually through a visit to
another country), and are recognized upon return by Israeli law as legally
married.
Today the sons of non-Jewish mothers are recognized as Jews by the
majority, just as the Bible recognized the Jewishness of the kings of Judea
and Israel, born to non-Jewish mothers. Among the millions of Jews who
are members of the major religious movements in Judaism - the Reform
and Conservative - are the sons of non-Jewish mothers, who were either
never converted or were converted by rabbis of these movements (but not
recognized by the rabbis of the orthodox minority).

The Law of Return Has Made the Issue of "Who Is A Jew?" Into a
Legal Issue
In the State of Israel, the fourth Jewish state in history, the issue of
"Who is a Jew" became a legal one, following the legislation of the Law
of Return - which seemed to its legislators as affirmative action and the
very reason for the establishment of the Jewish State in our times: to
allow each and every Jew to become a n Israeli citizen, in a world
whose
countries h a d barred their gates before Jews, even when they fled the
Holocaust.
The Israeli law of return does recognize civil marriages, when
performed abroad or in foreign consulates in Israel. These marriages are
unrecognized by the orthodox rabbinate's definition of Jewishness. Many
Israeli couples choose civil marriage but also have a secular wedding
ceremony, without the religious Ketuba - because this Ketuba is actually
a bill of sale, turning the woman into the man's property.
Secular wedding ceremonies acknowledge the couple as Jews, by
secular tradition, in the spirit of Ahad Ha'am: "Jews are persons who
consider themselves
Jewish, j o i n the Jewish p e o p l e through a Jewish
family or community
and, post f a c t o m , bear the responsibility
stemming
from such
joining.''''

The Prevalent Answers To "Who Is A Jew?" Affect the Lives of
Many and the Perception of Judaism As a Culture
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Secular Judaism's answers to "Who is a Jew?" were influenced by
changes of Jewish national consciousness. As a result of these changes,
new attitudes towards Judaism As Culture and Jewish national identity
became common:
- "Jews" are members of the Jewish people, whether having
been born into it or joining it, in a way which is not
conditioned by any religious conversion.
- "Judaism" is perceived as a culture, represented by Jewish
works, customs and traditions - religious and secular.
The "Origins of Judaism" are works, which represent Judaism
as a culture, including those of Jewish creators of all secular
and religious movements formed in Judaism, in present and
past times.
- "Jewish Nationality" is an awareness of the common
denominators of Jewish national consciousness within all
Judaisms - an awareness of a common origin, of the Bible as
the foundation of Judaism, of Israel as the Jewish people's
homeland, and of the solidarity and commitment to Jews who
are being persecuted or threatened as a result of their
Jewishness.
"Jewish Works" have been created within Judaism's different
eras and movements, by "Jewish Creators" - persons of
Jewish origin whose lives and works were influenced by their
Jewishness.
Awareness of the Jewish people's culture includes the awareness of its
customs and traditions, differing from age to age and from movement to
movement. They represent the continuity of Jewish culture, since they
occur within the Jewish people and bear a clear affinity to the common
denominators of Jewish nationality.
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Introduction To Syllabus
From Secular Jewish Culture New Jewish Thought in Israel,
Edited by Yaakov Malkin, Keter, Jerusalem 2006, Dedicated to Felix Posen)
One

cannot study or know Judaism without the study of

secular and religious Jewish cultures. Judaism has always been,
and continues to be, a pluralistic culture. Since it's inception as a
multi-religious culture in ancient Israel, up to the destruction of the
first temple in Jerusalem, Judaism always developed in a variety of
streams and ethnic and lingual communities.
At the present, most Jews in the world live in secular
cultures - in Israel, in Europe, and in the Americas. Most Jews are
therefore called "secular Jews," that is, Jews who do not feel
obliged to keep the m i z v o t of the Jewish religion. The faith of
secular Jews is expressed in their non-religious lifestyle, just as the
faith of religious Jews is expressed in their adherence to the m i z v o t
of the religious Halacha.
The Jewish people are unique, as all other peoples in the
world. The multiculturalism of the Jews is one of the features of
their uniqueness, but there are many common denominators that
characterize Jews who live in their various cultures:
1. An awareness of membership in the Jewish nation, based
on family origins and ties or by choosing to join a Jewish family or
community.
2. An awareness of the cultural and historical heritage of the
Jewish people - founded on the Bible, the classical literature of the
Jews to which all-Jewish cultures relate.
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3. A n awareness of the Land of Israel as the homeland; of
Hebrew as the first national language, that has penetrated all other
Jewish languages (languages spoken only by Jews)
4. A n awareness of the fourth Jewish national state, which
was established in the land of Israel in the 20th century, 1900
years after the destruction of the third Jewish national state.
5. A n awareness of every Jew's obligation to national
solidarity as a result of his or her consciousness of the fate of the
Jewish people who, for the past two thousand years, have had to
fend off manifestations of anti-Semitism wherever Jews have lived.
The common denominators of Jewish national identity have
replaced the religious characteristics of membership in the Jewish
nation, prevalent in the Hellenistic era and the Middle Ages.

Since Spinoza, secular Jews believe in the accuracy of the
evolving scientific knowledge of the universe, it's self-perpetuating
and deregulating forces in accordance with fixed laws of nature. In
this belief there is no place for a belief in a personal god who
governs the world according to his will, who creates miracles which
flaunt the laws of nature, or who commands adherence to m i z v o t
which only obligate members of the Jewish people.
Such beliefs are expressed in the recognition of the
suzerainty of wo/man, of the moral responsibility s/he undertakes,
being free to choose his/her way of life.
All humanistic education aims at internalizing principals of justice
(prohibitions against harming our fellow wo/man) such as are
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expounded by Hillel and Kant; and moral values as criteria for
evaluating and preferring laws and customs.
The humanity and morality of each individual is shaped
within the framework of a particular society and national culture,
which interrelates to the cultures of other nations. Therefore,
Jewish humanistic education is performed within the framework of
Jewish cultures of the present and the past, creating a deepening
and widening of the awareness of the Jewish cultural heritage and
its affinities to other national cultures.

It is false to call secular Jews "non-Believers" since all
people, everywhere in the world, are believers. Without belief it is
impossible to live in a human society of any culture. Therefore
religious and secular Jews can also be considered "heretics" since
all heresies stem from faith.
It is from the religious belief in the accuracy and truth of the
Biblical story of creation that the denial of Evolution arises. From
religious belief stems the disbelief in the findings of research that
testify to the evolution of the universe during billions of years. The
religious belief in Gods will expressed by those who pretend to
command certain m i z v o t in his name engenders the denial of the
right of human beings to choose their way of life, or the right of
women to full equality in a human society, including all Jewish
communities - religious or secular.
Religious Jews and Christians were considered "Heretics"
and Atheists by pagan religious believers because the
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monotheistic faiths generated disbelief in the divinity of all the gods
of Greece and the Middle-east.

The belief in the universe being ruled by fixed natural
laws, discovered gradually by science, is expressed in a variety of
non-religious beliefs from which stems the denial of a possibility of
the existence of a personal god and ruler of the universe, who is
also the particular national god of the Jewish nation which lives,
temporarily, on a tiny piece of earth, circling a sun in one of the
millions of galaxies. Those non-religious beliefs include Pantheism,
Agnosticism, Deism, and Atheism. Believers in the sovereignty of
humans do not believe in the obligation to obey religious rulers or
legislators who speak in the name of a personal god.

S e c u l a r J e w i s h C u l t u r e is an anthology of essays
representing secular Jewish thought in Israel concerning secular
Jewish philosophy since Spinoza and the Haskala movements in
Western and Eastern Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries.
Religious Judaism was the main influence on Jewish culture and
creativity till the 19th century. During the 19th and the 20th
centuries, the majority of Jews in the world gradually adopted a
secular lifestyle, free from obligation to obey the m i t z v o t . Most of
the Jews left the religious communities. A minority of Jews are
exposed to religious Jewish education, since the majority sends
their children to non-religious or non-Jewish schools.
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Jewish secular culture flourished in the Diaspora during the
years before the Shoah. Tens of thousands of secular works of art,
literature, research and philosophy were created by Jews in
Hebrew, Yiddish, Ladino and European languages. Many Jewish
writers and artists became influential in the national cultures in
which Jewish minorities lived. Some of these works of art and
literature represent major trends in modern western culture such as
those of Spinoza, Heine, Kafka, Proust, Shalom Aleichem, Buber,
Einstein, Popper, Chagall, Modigliani, Reinhardt, Bernstein,
Gershwin, Eisenstein, Woody Allan and others.
Secular Jewish culture engendered a revival of Jewish
historiography, which was dormant for almost 2000 years. The new
discipline of "Jewish Studies" began to develop in the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem and was introduced to hundreds of
universities and colleges all over the world. Changes in traditional
images of the Jewish past occurred as a result of systematic
research in Archeology, "Bible Criticism" and the school of "Bible
as Literature". In the secular Jewish culture new approaches to the
creators of the Biblical texts and its messages became influential in
Jewish education. Hellenistic Jewish literature, which was banned
by rabbinic leadership for two thousand years, was incorporated
into the "Sources of Judaism", such as the books of the
Maccabees, Josephus Flavius, Philo of Alexandria, The New
Testament, and the Apocrypha.
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Introductory Seminar to the Studies of Judaism as
Culture
Syllabus by Prof. Yaakov Malkin

Introduction to Jewish culture throughout its History
1. Modern Jewish Culture and its Outlook on the Judaism
of the Past and The History of Jewish Identity
2. The Culture of the Jewish People, the Biblical period.
3. The Culture of the Jewish People, the HellenisticByzantine-Talmudic Period.
4. The Culture of the Jewish People, the Middle Ages - the
Development of Ethnic Communities, Philosophy and
Mysticism.
5. The Age of Enlightenment - the Development of the
Jewish Enlightenment Movement. Religious Reform and
Orthodoxy.
th

6. The Development of Jewish Culture, the 19 &20

th

Centuries, Under the influences of National Movements
in Europe and Judaism.
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1. Modern Jewish Culture and its Outlook on the Judaism
of the past and on Jewish Identity

A. Secular Humanistic Judaism - as a Culture
- "Who is a Jew?" The History of Jewish National and
Religious Identity Contemporary and Past Times.
- The Change in key Concepts Discussing Judaism: Judaism,
Religion, Jewishness ect.
- The Change in the Approach to National Holidays - The
Traditional and Innovative, the Public and Personal Holidays.
- The Change in the Approach to "Sources of Judaism": works
of Literature and Art from the Time of the Bible until Today.
- The Secular and Humanistic Jewish Communities in Israel
and in the Diaspora.

B. Trends in contemporary Religious Judaism
 ־The Majority Movements: Reform and Conservative.
- The Minority movements: Orthodoxy, Reconstruction, New
Age ect.
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c. The Changes in Belief in the Rights and Obligations of the
Individual
- Non-religious Beliefs in God as a Literary hero, God as
Nature.
- Believes in Ethical Values Versus the Belief in Observing the
Mitzvoth of the Hallaeha.

2. Introduction to the Study of The Culture of The Jewish
People in The Biblical period

- The Influence of the Bible on Judaism Since the Third
Century B C .
- The Influence of the Bible on Israeli Hebrew Culture.
- The Religion of Yahaveh Versus the Cult of Baal and Astarte
in Jewish culture.
 ־Approach to the Bible as Literature in Contrast to the
Approach to the Bible as H a l a c h a or description of Historical
Facts.
 ־Biblical Criticism From the Time of Spinoza Until the
Debates of Today Regarding the historicity of Biblical
Stories.
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3. Introduction to the Study of the Culture of The Jewish
People During the Hellenistic-Byzantine-Talmudic Period
 ־Influences of the Oral Tradition on Rabbinic Jews of The
M i s h n a and the T a l m u d s .
 ־Influences on the Jews in the Hellenistic Diaspora, works by
Philo, Flavius, The New Testament.
- The Changes on Jewish Society and Culture: Synagogues and
independent Communities.
- Jewish Art During the Hellenistic and Byzantine Period.
- The Merging of Jewish Religious and National Identity (as
apposed to their separation during the biblical period).
- Within the Jewish Religion: The Pharisees, Sadducees,
Karaites, Rabbinical Jews, Christians, mystic Sects.

4. Introduction to the Studies of The Culture of the Jewish
People During the Middle Ages - the Development of the
Ethnic Communities, in Africa, Europe and Asia

- Developing Jewish Cultures in the Moslem and Christian
World.
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 ־The Rambam

as a Representative of the Rationalist Influences

of Moslem and Greek Philosophy.
- Development of Jewish Works of Art.
 ־Mysticism and Kabbala - Germany, France, Spain, Safed

and

Europe.
 ־Jewish Secular Activity During the Middle Ages - Medicine,
Linguistic, Cartography, Trade, "Apicorsim"
 ־The World Network of Independent Jewish Communities and
their Inter-Relationship.
 ־Hebrew as a Spoken Language and its Roles in the Middle
Ages.

5. Introduction to The Studies of the Culture of the Jewish
People in The age of Enlightenment

- The Influence of the Renaissance and the Reformation in
Christian Culture on Judaism.
- The Influence of Jewish Conversion to Christianity and the
Return of Jews to Judaism in Western Europe.
- Spinoza, the First Secular Jew, the Separation of National
Identity from Religious Identity in Spain.
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- The Jewish Enlightenment Movement in Western and Eastern
Europe
 ־The New Hebrew Literature.
-

The Development

of the Jewish Religious Reform

Movement.
- The Foundations of Orthodoxy, Hasidic Judaism and the
Haskala Movement.
- Yiddish Language and Culture and its Development in
Eastern Europe, Yiddish, The Main Language of the Jewish
people During the 20 Century.

6. Introduction to Studies of the Culture of the Jewish
th

th

People in The 19 &20 Century

- Development of Jewish Secular Culture, its Origins in the
" H a s k a l a " . Achad Ha'am, Brenner, Mendele, Shalom
Aleichem - Representing the Change in the Attitude Toward
Judaism in Eastern Europe.
- The Revival of Hebrew as a Spoken Language - Arts and
Education in Israel and the Development of its Secular
Culture.
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- National Movements in Europe and Their Influences on
Zionist and in Anti-Zionist Movements in Judaism.
 ־The Influence on Secular Zionism and Jewish Autonomy in
the Land of Israel and the Creation of the State of Israel.
- The Change in Jewish Culture in Israel with the realization of
the Goals of Zionism.
- Secular Culture in the European and American Diaspora.

7. A Selection from Works representing Modern Jewish
Culture

- Agnon, Yehoshua, Oz, Alterman, Amichai, Shalom
Aleichem, Babel, Bergelson, Roth, Bellow, Bashevis Singer,
Achad Ha'am, Buber, Brenner, Dubnov, Borochov, Heine,
Kafka, Bialik and Israeli Secular thought Descriptive
Overview of the Cultural uniqueness of Diaspora and Israeli
communities: A historical Atlas of the Jewish people; Ed.
Prof. E. Barnavi.
- Movies: Zelig, Hannah and Her Sisters, The Jazz Singer,
Hester Street, Shoah, Abba Eben - History of Jewish
Civilization.
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 ־Painting, Sculpture: Modigliani, Chagall, Danziger,
Gutman, Rembrandt, EI Greco, Mosaics and Frescoes,
Bezalel, The Israel Museum collections of Judaica, Israeli
and Jewish Art.
 ־Architecture and Design: Dead Sea Scrolls Museum,
Judaica, Synagogues and Churches, the Knesset, the Supreme
Court, the Hebrew University Mt. Scopus-Givaat Ramm,
Israel Museum and Ancient Temples.
- Music: Classical, Folk and Ethnic Music, Psalms, Hebrew
Song, Klezmer, Gershwin, Bernstein, Ben Chaim etc.
- Dance: Israeli Folk Dance, Ballet and Modren Dance Groups
(documentary films).
- Theatre: Israeli, European and American Jewish Drama and
their Performance. From the " D i b b u k " to angels in America
(documentary films).
Ceremonies and Celebrations:
-

Birth, Bat/Bar Mitzvah, Marriage, Burial and Mourning.

-

Secular Passover H a g g a d o t , Tu B i s h v a t H a g g a d o t , Yom
H a a t z e m a o u t H a g g a d o t , Texts used in life cycle
ceremonies.
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New Attitudes to "Jewish Sources", for Example:
-

Biblical Criticism and Archeology change attitudes to
the New Testament, Secular and Ancient Religious
Literature.
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