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Abstract

Israeli culture is an eclectic product composed of various elements and with
multiple sources of inspiration, including the Hebrew Sabra culture, the
diverse religious traditions of the several Jewish ethnic groups, the Western
consumer and entertainment culture, with its capitalist orientation, New Age
spirituality, and Arab-Muslim culture. What makes Israeli culture unique is
its Jewishness. Yet despite the increasing scholarly and public recognition
that Israeli culture is replete with symbols, beliefs, and cultural practices
with a “Jewish” character, there is a woeful lack of analytical discussion
about the meaning of the vague entity known as “Israeli culture,” whose
definition is a matter of public debate.

This book proposes an analytical approach to the Jewishness of Israeli
culture and examines the issue by studying the cultural history of the Jewish
holidays and their significance for contemporary Israeli Jews. Three holidays
are selected as test cases: Passover, Tu b'Shevat, and Yom Kippur.

The book rests on the distinction between the restrictive and expansive
definitions of culture. In the former, culture constitutes the arena of human
activity effected through institutions and organizations dedicated to this
purpose (such as theater, literature, and the plastic arts). In the expansive
definition, by contrast, all human activity, however mundane, is considered to
be “culture” if it has bearing on the demarcation of individual and collective
identity. Accordingly, I employ three criteria for identifying a “Jewish”
culture: it is culture (1) practiced by Jews that (2) relates explicitly to their
Jewishness and (3) to other Jewish cultures.

Inasmuch as Israeli culture is fully compatible with this definition, it is
appropriate to examine it as one of the many independent Jewish cultures that
have existed over the course of Jewish history, such as the halakhic culture,
the kabbalistic-mystical culture, and American-Jewish culture: with all of
these, Israeli Jewish culture is engaged in a constant process of confrontation,
quotation, exchange, and borrowing. There are Jewish cultures that are not
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Israeli, but there is no mainstream Israeli culture that is not Jewish. The too-
frequent discussion of the contrast between “Jew” and “Israeli” is therefore
of little significance here. Unlike previous studies, mine does not assess the
Jewishness of Israeli culture by its proximity to other Jewish cultures that
may be labeled “Judaism” in common parlance.

How, then, is Israeli Jewish culture distinct from other Jewish cultures?
The answer is that Israeli Jewish culture is marked by the Jews’ political
experience as the majority society in their own nation-state, with its Jewish
public space. This culture imposes what it views as “Jewish” motifs on the
public space, as my discussion of Jewish holidays demonstrates.

A separate Zionist-Israeli stage is evident in the history of every Jewish
holiday and constitutes the focus of this book. The three holidays addressed
represent three important aspects of the Jewish public culture in Israel. One
is a typical Industrial Age festival that emphasizes consumerism and family
values; the second, a minor holiday that spotlights environmental awareness
along with a nostalgia for childhood, nature, and early agricultural Zionism;
the third, utterly atypical of the Industrial Age, calls for the cessation of all
economic activity and a radical change in the public space.

Passover, with its stress on family, children, consumer culture, and
ethnicity, is typical of Industrial Age holidays worldwide. Like other holidays
in many countries, Passover serves as a prime opportunity for the annual
gathering of the extended family (actually semi-annual, inasmuch as Rosh
Hashanah does so too). But in contrast to most holidays in the industrial
world, which have distanced themselves from traditional rituals, Israeli
families persist in reading the Haggadah on Passover even if they lack the
textual and ritual literacy needed for a proper recitation of the text and correct
performance of the ceremony. This persistence seems to be linked to Jewish
nationality, with its ethnic and family basis, and which considers all Jews to
be members of a single extended family comprising every individual Jew—a
family that recounts the narrative of the collective’s origin even when the
very act of reading the story amuses or embarrasses the assembled company.

Tu b'Shevat is a different matter. What used to be a marginal and esoteric
holiday in non-Zionist cultures, celebrated at most by kabbalists and children,
became a central holiday in the Zionist era, an expression of the patriotic
values of nature and the land, thanks to the invention of tree-planting
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ceremonies that imported the American Arbor Day into Jewish culture. Tu
b'Shevat remains a holiday for children only, even though children’s culture
came to occupy the center of the public culture because of the hopes for a
national renaissance that were attached to the Hebrew educational system and
because of the centrality of the schools as an agent of socialization to Israeli
Jewish culture. The importance of Tu b'Shevat in Israeli public culture—
despite its trivial impact on the daily routine—reveals the weight of Zionist
nostalgia.

Yom Kippur exemplifies the social pressure that Israeli society exerts on
everyone in the country, including non-Jews, to obey rules whose violation
is perceived as a profanation of the sacred day. The public space becomes
“Jewish”—a condition felt strongly even by the non-Jewish residents of this
space, who are expected to respect the holiday. Yom Kippur, whose form of
observance in Israel has no parallel, not only among Industrial Age holidays
but also among other Jewish holidays, demonstrates the uniqueness of Israeli
culture as a Jewish culture whose central current does not correspond to the
definitions imposed on it by the two groups at its extremes—the religious and
the secular.

Thus my initial assumptions and conclusions diverge considerably from
a common axiom of academic studies of Israeli culture. Many of them
emphasize the cultural and political fissures that run through it; they describe
it as a culture lacking a common denominator and whose breakup is only
a matter of time, or as held together solely by the existence of a common
enemy. Some scholars even believe that Israel has entered the postnational
era characteristic of the Western world, in which the national ideology no
longer possesses any social bonding power. Pace these assertions, my book
looks closely at daily life in Israel and shows that Jewish nationalism—with
its commitment to the construction of a Jewish public space that expresses
the values of the Jewish majority society—is still alive and flourishing as a
cultural force and social glue, for better or worse.

In no way does this argument allege that Israeli culture is all of a piece
or attempt to ignore its manifest heterogeneity. Rather, it maintains that this
heterogeneity is made possible by the existence of a shared cultural entity—
which, in our day, is Jewish ethnic nationalism.



Let's Celebrate!: Festivals and Civic Culture in Israel

The continued dominance of Jewish ethno-familial nationalism has a
price, however. This is the subject of the book’s last chapter, which moves from
historical description to the normative question of “What can be done?”—
that is, how the Jewish holidays (and symbols and rituals in general) can
contribute to a civic culture in Israel. Building on my findings, I propose the
transformation of Jewish popular culture into a civic culture, as exemplified
by Thanksgiving in the United States, which is celebrated wholeheartedly
by immigrants of all ethnic origins in ways that reinforce their sense of
identification with the surrounding society and their civic integration.

Can Jewish culture, and the Israeli holidays that are a part of it, function
in a similar manner? The successful transformation of Jewish culture into a
civic culture would depend on the establishment of a symbolic and cultural
space that is shared by the Jews and Arabs who live in the country. It would
have to integrate Arab, Palestinian, and Muslim symbols into the universe of
Israeli-Hebrew-Jewish symbols. This book offers some preliminary thoughts
about how this might be accomplished. For example, making Sunday a
weekly day off could produce a neutral cultural space. Another option is
emphasizing the olive as a national symbol, given that it resonates for both
Jewish Israelis and Arab Palestinians. A possible practical manifestation of
this would be an annual olive-harvest festival, during the Hanukkah season,
which could also serve as a focus of internal tourism.

The Jewish culture prevailing in Israel is dynamic and displays many
different faces, depending on the political, social, or cultural context, even as
it continues to paint the public space in “Jewish” colors. Recognizing Jewish
culture as a civic culture could thus bolster integration of all citizens of the
country, Jews and non-Jews alike.

vi
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