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Rakefet Sela-Sheffy

The Jekes in the Legal Field and Bourgeois Culture in
Pre-Israel British Palestine

(ABSTRACT)

This article discusses the role of German Jewish immigrants (the so-called Jekes)
in the construction of Hebrew bourgeois culture within the Jewish community
(the so-called Yishuv) in British-Mandate Palestine, using the legal field as a test-
case. Its aim is twofold: to examine [1] the European-like bourgeois ethos and its
appropriation as a legitimate model in the Yishuv culture, and [2] the position and
action of the Jekes, operating as a distinct culture group, in a particular field. The
legal field at the time served as a habitat for the rise of a bourgeois ethos, of
which modern notions of professionalism and norms of “civil order”, and the
pursuit of the liberal professions in general — and of law in particular — were
pertinent. This ethos, rejected as “alien” and “inappropriate” by the public
discourse, agreed however with the cultural profile of the Jekes, at least as their
established image. However, the majority of the practicing Jewish lawyers in
British Palestine were not of German origin. It follows that, at least in the case of
the legal field, it is the veteran East-European immigrants, those who had laid the
foundations of the legal professional organization already during the 1920s, who
in fact had imported the European-oriented bourgeois repertoire into the local
settings, rather than the Jekes. Only a restricted group of Jekes — with Felix
Rosenblitt (later -- Rozen) and Moshe Smoeira as its prominent figures — became
nevertheless dominant in this field, and eventually were commissioned with the
task of organizing the Israeli legal system when the state of Israel was founded in
1948. The prominence of this small group of Jekes in the legal arena was made
possible by two main conditions, namely, (a) the fact that the legal field was
hardly relevant to the mainstream political agenda of the Yishuv leadership, and
hence became a rather “vacant space”, and (b) their ability (without deliberate
effort) to turn their distinctive cultural profile, which in other contexts aroused
antagonism, into an asset within this particular field of action. These two
conditions made the legal field instrumental in the integration of the Jekes into
the local social elite, and at the same time in their consolidation as a distinct
culture group.



