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Religious Revival in Israel and the Thinness of Israeli Culture 

The Jewish society created in Eretz Israel by Zionism was constructed as a novel and original endeavor. It was premised on denial of all cultural contents of the former, exilic Jewish culture, and on the construction of a new culture whose contents were supposed to be diametrically opposed to those of the Jewish culture of Eastern Europe. This was a highly ambitious endeavor, of course, and since its early stages the claim was made that the new culture it brought about suffered from "cultural thinness". 

There are at least four versions of the cultural thinness argument. 

The First Version 

The first version sees the source of the malaise of the new culture in its isolation from foreign cultures. According to Yonathan Shapiro, in An Elite Without Successors: Generations of Political Leaders in Israel,  
"Those who grew up in Palestine of the 1930 and 1940s were raised speaking one single language, limited in its vocabulary… This language operated as an internal censorship mechanism that barred them from attaining a view of certain things in their surrounding reality."

The Second Version

The second version of the cultural thinness argument focuses on the newness of the culture of Zionism. Eliezer Schweid writes as follows:  
"In spite of the immense achievement of creating a living, full, modern, national language, the boundaries of the Hebrew culture of Eretz Israel were too narrow, and its ability to draw on its own sources, as compared to what it absorbed from external sources, was too poor to support rooted selfhood."   

Schweid's argument invites a distinction between the new Jewish culture created in Eretz Israel and the culture of those living in Eretz Israel (the Yishuv) in the first half of the twentieth century. Schwied's argument can be accepted as description of the former culture, not of the latter. Obviously, those who immigrated to Eretz Israel brought with them many cultural contents and practices from their former eastern and central European countries. The result was that they lived in a culture composed of three major elements: contents of the new Jewish culture of the pre-state Yishuv; contents borrowed from the various European cultures; contents borrowed from religious Jewish culture. The upshot of all of that was that the culture of the Yishuv was far richer in contents and practices than the narrower Hebrew culture constructed from scratch. And needless to say, there is nothing unusual in a culture being composed of many items not created within the bounds of the culture itself. Cultural borrowing, the product of contacts between cultures, is a highly important source of novelty within cultures, and as a result of that there is no such thing as a "pure" culture; rather, every culture is composed of many contents, both "internal" and "external".  
The Third Version

The third version of the cultural thinness argument picks up the second argument and clothes it in more complex terms. According to this argument, the source of the problems of the new culture lies is its detachment from the rich religious Jewish culture of many centuries, and adoption instead of a newly created secular culture. This argument was put forward in the strongest terms by Baruch Kurtzweil.
Two mutually complementary themes recur throughout Kurtzweil's analysis of the state of modern Jewish culture. 
The first theme is that traditional Judaism, that positioned God at the core of its belief and practice, found itself in catastrophic crisis, and even came to an end, with the rise of the secular Jewish culture of Jewish Enlightenment and modernity. Kurtzweil sees this as a radical turning point in the history of the Jewish people, and writes about it with a tremendous sense of loss and despair.
The second theme that recurs in Kurtzweils' writings is that the idea of constructing a secular Jewish culture is barren, futile and doomed from the outset: as it severed its ties with historical Judaism, a secular Jewish culture cannot be deemed a "worthy" culture. "Hebrew revival that alienates itself from its religious core is sheer impossibility", claims Kurtzweil. "Where are the focal points for the consolidation of our independent culture?" he asks. "Can we have an independent culture if it lacks deep affiliation with the religious sphere? How can we attain cultural independence without maintaining a living connection with our religious tradition?" 
Literary expression of Kurtzweil's pessimistic conclusions can be found in David Maltz's novel Ma'agalot depicting life in a new kibbutz in the 1920s. One of the members, an intellectual leader of the group, says as follows: 

Can the kibbutz experience provide us with a spiritual foundation for our lives?... We do have spiritual life. But we lack spiritual foundation for our lives… I once went to the Galilee and the train stopped for a while next to an Arab village. The train station was filled with many people… I saw one of the Arab workers there departs from the crowd, puts a cloth on the ground, takes off his shoes, and begins his preying to his God. I was struck. I felt jealous. I felt that he had a basis under his feet. In contrast, with all the richness of our experience, with all our art and poetry and creativity, we are missing the basis. 
Spiritual foundation exists when… a person knows how to base the norms of his conduct toward other persons on absolute imperatives that emanate from the divine sphere. But as to us, whatever we do and construct in the social realm, as well as in the national realm, we still stand empty-handed in our relations with divinity. 

What is the place of man in the world? What is it between man and God? Where does man come from and where is he going to? We have set ourselves apart from all of this, but we failed. Yes, we failed. It is impossible to construct life without a supreme foundation. You all know that. You all know that we are missing something, that something pressurizes us… 

We are constructing our lives from the start. We have forcefully and at once terminated the old. Can our lack of knowledge become a positive spiritual factor? Can we build our life only on the basis of an experience that nourishes itself from lack of knowledge? 

…

I know that if there is any meaning to Jewish life, it is the meaning of our life. But all of this takes place within the human frame of reference, within the frame of the social and the national, in the material realm of the bread… But bread is not enough. And probably nor are social and national ideas. It seems that man needs some supreme principle. A man needs to know what his place is as a flesh and blood individual that lives in the present, thinks and acts, and not as a member of a nation or a class. What is the place of the individual in the world, what is his calling, where is he going to? These are the questions. 

Apparently, the same experience was the lot of kibbutzim members some forty years later, as well, in the late 1960s and early 1970. These people speak in terms similar to those used by Maltz's protagonist and provide another striking reaffirmation of Kurtzweil's thesis: 

The young generation of kibbutzim members testifies that it lives in spiritual emptiness, that it lacks a belief system having spiritual, ideological and emotional content. The verdict is striking: without belief and without the search for it, the kibbutz is doomed… They complain that they are wordless, because their fathers deprived them of words and raised them to become rootless persons that lack any Jewish sources… They ask: 'who on earth had the right to take Jewish contents away from us?' They say: 'We have been disconnected from these contents… Our parents are blameworthy for severing the ties with their fathers' tradition… Our parents held the belief that they would succeed in creating some substitute for that, but they failed'.

…

The proletariat content on which the kibbutz had been based, they claim, ruined Judaism. It needs to be swept away or extinguished in order to give room for a Jewish culture. 

The Fourth Version

The fourth version of the cultural thinness argument focuses on the emptiness and meaninglessness experienced by the heirs of the hegemonic group with the decline of the collectivist value system of the Labor-led hegemony and the rise in its stead of an individualistic culture of self-realization. 

 In Past Continuous Zikhron D'varim] (1977), undoubtedly one of the greatest pieces of literature written in Israel in sixty years of statehood, Jacob Shabtai discusses the cultural crisis experienced in the 1960s and 1970s by mid-life men living in the city of Tel Aviv (and belonging to the generation discussed by Yonathan Shapiro in An Elite Without Successors):      

On the one hand, Shabtai acquaints us with Goldman's father, a typical product of the meaning-dense culture of the hegemonic Labor movement:
"He lived in a total system of clear, pre-determined principles that encompassed all spheres of life and action; a system that did not tolerate any compromise; a system that Goldman's father did not find any reason to deviate from one bit, in spite of the changes and difficulties he encountered. Goldman's father knew what was right not only for himself, but for everybody." 

On the other hand, Shabtai portrays a heart-breaking depiction of Goldman and his friend Caesar who live amidst the rapidly disintegrating culture of the hegemony and who experience life as directionless, senseless, and devoid of meaning. 
Gush Emunim 

In the same years that some members of the secular group felt that their culture became deplete of meaning, Israel witnessed the rise of a new version of religious fundamentalism. This took place in the 1970s with the crystallization of Gush Emumin (The block of faithful). 

Israel is one of many countries that have faced the rise of religious fundamentalism in the last decades of the twentieth century. 'Fundamentalism is generally presented as a response to the crises of modernity rather than as reaction to modernity itself.' [Gideon Aran, Jewish Zionist Fundamentalism: The Bloc of the Faithful in Israel (Gush Emunim), in FUNDAMENTALISM OBSERVED (Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appelby eds., University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1991) 265, 330.] 

In the case of Israel, the 'crises of modernity' are the 'crises of Jewish secularity': the lack of depth following the transition of the Jewish secular culture, within a short span of time, from rejection of the contents of Jewish heritage to their adoption; from a collectivist worldview, that views the good life as that of contributing to the national project, to an individualistic worldview that sees life as a project of personal self-determination; and from social-democracy to capitalism and neo-liberalism.   

Indeed, there are many manifestations of the group's fundamentalism: treating religion as the exclusive source of normative authority in all realms of life of the individual, the state and society; unmitigated adherence to religious tradition in its minute details; ambivalent attitude toward the authority of the state; suspicion toward non-Jews; neglect of the traditional religious-Zionist strategy of compartmentalizing Halakhah to certain spheres of life only and adapting it to the realities of secular statehood; adoption of an expansionist stance toward Halakhah that applies it to all realms of life, including the political and the legal; interpretation of political developments through halakhic-theological lenses; adoption of national-political radicalism and activism; geographical separation and concentration; emphasis of family values; suspicion toward feminism; segregation between men and women. 
But what is important to the present context is the group's denigration of the normative, spiritual and artistic heritage of the West and its viewing the secular way of life as hollow, normatively impoverished and deplete of meaning.  
The Role of the Law 

What role does Israeli law play in Israeli culture? Has Israeli law contributed in any way to solving or mitigating the cultural thinness problem? The answer to these questions is complex. 
In the first half of the twentieth century a “Movement for the Revival of Hebrew Law” was active in Eretz Israel. Its members strove to revive the Halakhah, the traditional law of the Jewish people, as part of the Zionist national renaissance. Their efforts were therefore aimed at fashioning the law of the Jewish society in Eretz Israel and the law of the future Jewish state in accordance with the contents of the Halakhah, after adaptation to modern jurisprudence and to the unique conditions prevailing in Eretz Israel. 
The development of the law in the State of Israel, however, followed an entirely different course from what the jurists of the Movement for the Revival of Hebrew Law hoped for. During the thirty years of the British Mandate over Palestine (1918-1948), the local legal community underwent an extensive process of Anglicization. In its wake, the law of the State of Israel developed in close association with Anglo-American law and with the political theory that underlies it—liberalism. 
Had the Movement for the Revival of Hebrew Law succeeded in its endeavor, this would have offset some of the power of Schweid's argument that "the achievements of the Hebrew culture of Eretz Israel [were] lacking". But instead, the creation of a strong affinity between Israeli law and Anglo-American law greatly undermined one of Kurtzweil's two major arguments, namely that a secular Jewish culture is a hollow cultural option: because of the aforementioned affinity, Israeli law has made an immensely important contribution to Israeli culture in founding Israel's political culture on liberal premises that give priority to the individual over the collective projects of the state. Kurtzweil was wrong in downplaying the role to be played in Israeli culture by western humanism, for he was not aware (and could not be aware) of the great role played by Israeli law in Israel's culture.   
On the other hand, however, in being a liberal law that emphasizes individual rights, and in particular in giving extensive interpretation and disproportionate centrality to freedom of occupation, Israeli law has gone hand in hand with, and to some extent even paved the road for, such trends in Israeli culture at large as individualism, atomism, hedonism, consumerism, lack of social solidarity, and the whole plethora of neo-liberal ideology. This last point deserves further elaboration. 

 The core of the neo-liberal ideology is the conviction that it would be desirable to extend the logic of the marketplace (social interaction through measurable contractual transactions between self-interested strangers) into many other spheres of social action. Neo-liberalism unavoidably implies therefore normative homogenization and impoverishment. Since the 1990s, neo-liberalism captured the minds and hearts not only of much of Israel's elites, but also of many rank and file Israelis, as well. Israeli law has been instrumental in entrenching neo-liberal ideology in Israel. This means that Israeli law contributed to the normative impoverishment of Israel's public scene (with all the many malaises that came with this). Thus, in anchoring liberalism in Israel, Israeli law greatly enriched Israeli culture. But in facilitating the consolidation of neo-liberalism, Israeli law aided in the impoverishment of Israeli culture. 
At this point I want to get back to Kurtzweil's other major argument – his eulogy of traditional, religious Judaism. Kurtzweil was wrong with this one, as well. He thought in dichotomous terms: demise and elimination of religious Judaism as a result of the widespread processes of secularization the Jewish people has gone through in the course of modernity. But the fact of the matter is that in both the state of Israel and the Jewish people at large these two cultural options live side by side. Moreover, in Israel the group that practices religious Judaism enjoys flourishing and vitality unmatched and unparalleled in many centuries of Jewish history hitherto. 

Israeli law, and the liberal world-view embedded in it, therefore does not enjoy exclusivity in Israel's cultural environment. Rather, it functions in conditions of competition and rivalry with the alternative cultural option of religious Judaism. 
Religious Judaism, in turn, contains, and thus is capable of providing, two systems of meaning which liberal law cannot but be devoid of. First, a rich and vibrant system of virtues that applies in the inter-personal level. In contrast, Liberal law, a product of modernity (see Alasdair MacIntyre), is almost utterly silent in this regard. Rather, it is premised on the cultivation of a system of "virtues" to be applied to the conduct of the public administration of the state, as opposed to the conduct of individuals. And if liberal law manifests itself in neo-liberal ideology, the problem of its normative dearth is even further exacerbated.  
Second, religious Judaism is premised on communal values and practices. In contrast, liberal law is premised on the assumption that individuals would take part in communal settings and experiences, but only in the realms of civil society and privacy which, by and large, are supposed to function beyond the interest and regulation of liberal law. 
If one adds to all of that the fact that autonomy, the central value of liberal law -- a highly noble and laudable ideal in itself – is of partial relevance only to the lives of the vast majority of the citizens of the liberal state, for the reason that it can be realized in their lives to a partial, almost minimal, extent only (particularly in a neo-liberal environment!), one can realize how tough is the competition encountered by liberal law on the part of religious Judaism in offering the Israeli person a rich and relevant(!) cultural system of meaning and practices, or, put differently, how unsecure the future of Israeli law is.
