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A. Preface
The collective profile of Eastern Jews in Israel (henceforth “Mizrahim”) involves two elements: an integrative facet and a distinct facet. The distinct part is rooted in the fact that the shared historical Mizrahi (Eastern Jewish) background, which includes centuries of living in an Islamic environment as well as previous (or even current) residence in relatively homogeneous living space, mainly in lower-class neighborhoods and development towns. In other words, this population has a distinct collective memory and shared cultural repertoire that can certainly explain trends of convergence towards a common religious identity (orthodox, traditional, etc.). On the other hand, as part of the Jewish collective rooted in the ethos of the ingathering of exiles, Mizrahi Jews in twenty-first century Israel are part of a steadily growing trend towards integration, and the overall impression, ostensibly, is that the category of “Mizrahim” is fluid, perhaps even irrelevant. The distribution of Eastern Jews across the spectrum of religious identities in Israel provides validation for both the integrative facet and the distinct facet: as of 2009,[footnoteRef:1] Eastern Jews were represented in all categories – secular, national-religious, ultra-orthodox (Haredi), and of course and primarily traditional. The latter refers to people characterized by a positive attitude towards Jewish tradition, but their observance of the religious commandments is less strict and more selective than that of “orthodox” believers.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Guttman Center, “A Portrait of Israeli Jews,” pp. 30, 30-34.]  [2:  See Dahan, “University, Community, Identity,” p. 194. ]A new reference] Dahan, Yitzhak. “University, Community, Identity: Ben-Gurion University and the City of Beersheba – A Political Cultural Analysis.” Israel Affairs 22, no. 1 (2016): 189-210.] 

On the other hand, this distribution differs significantly from the corresponding categorization for the Ashkenazi population (i.e., Jews of European origin): a decisive majority of Eastern Jews are traditional, while a minority are secular or orthodox (and a decisive majority of Ashkenazim are secular, while a minority are traditional or orthodox).[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Guttman Center, “A Portrait of Israeli Jews.” Among Eastern Jews, 43% identified as traditional, compared with 32% secular; among Ashkenazim 63% identified as secular, compared with 23% traditional. A closer examination indicates, however, that a far smaller proportion of Eastern Jews are in fact secular..] 

These statistics certainly tell us something; however, we cannot  extract draw significant insights from them (trends, processes, etc.) unless we address the fundamental question: What, in general shapes one’s religion, and, more specifically, what are the forces and the roots underpinning the Mizrahi identity?
That is the fundamental question guiding the discussion in this essay. The first part of the essay presents a background survey of theoretical approaches to research on the religious identity of Mizrahi Jewish Israelis and concludes by proposing a preferred approach. Employing a consolidated conceptual and methodological framework, the second part then analyzes the life stories of individuals of traditional Mizrahi Jewish heritage who underwent secularization (or at least shifted away from religion). 

B. Religious identity of Mizrahi Jews in Israel: Theoretical introduction
From a transcendental perspective, religion, by its very essence, refers to a sphere beyond the concrete and rational level: it relates to divine revelation – enlightenment, guardianship, miracles – and manifests through a range of religious practices (morality, norms, and religious laws). How does religion, which at its basis relates to the metaphysical level, relate to practical, societal and cultural, life? Some view the correlation between the two as juxtaposing categories that exist in a perpetual state of tension: the cultural and societal refers to day-to-day reality, whereas religion transcends this reality and is essentially external to and disconnected from experience. The point of departure for the present discussion rejects this approach; instead, it regards religion as a subcategory of culture.[footnoteRef:4] Religion is situated within the cultural system in its broad, all-encompassing sense: values, norms, and symbols that manifest in a variety of fields – politics, economics, sociology, geography, and the like. As such, the analysis of a particular group’s religion (its nature and origins) entails analysis of its culture in all its aspects: power structure, hierarchy, collective memory, stratification, status, interests, values, and exegesis. This approach does not sideline the transcendental dimension or dismiss its relevance; rather, it incorporates this dimension as part of society’s formative discourse, thereby allowing the researcher to maintain neutrality on the issue of religious faith.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Hulsether, “Religion”; May et al., “The Religious as Political.” [To the editor: note that May et al., 2014 is a new reference:] May, Samantha, Erin K. Wilson, Claudia Baumgart-Ochse, and Faiz Sheikh. “The Religious as Political and the Political as Religious: Globalisation, Post-Secularism and the Shifting Boundaries of the Sacred.” Politics, Religion & Ideology 15, no. 3 (2014): 331-346.]  [5:  Hulsether, “Religion.”] 

Accordingly, the sociological, cultural, and political perspective is the starting point for the essay as a whole. However, this field of knowledge is rife with conflicting arguments and hypotheses regarding the core issues at the basis of the social sciences and the humanities, such as: What is the correlation between the religious identity of a group (secular, traditional, orthodox) and its position in the larger socio-political checkerboard and the socio-geographical hierarchy (e.g., center – periphery)? How and to what extent does the group’s historical background relate to its religio-cultural orientation (Or: What is the relation between past and present?) What is the nature of the traditional religious socialization imparted, and to what extent does it influence the individual’s identity? 
A review of various studies addressing these issues, within the Israeli Mizrahi Jewish context, produces diverse answers to those questions. These studies may be (somewhat roughly) classified according to three approaches, or paradigms: the modernization-secularization approach; the radical (or “critical”) approach; and the cultural interpretive approach. Each of these approaches offers a vast mix of influential factors. Nonetheless, adopting a comprehensive perspective and a broad theoretical outlook, one may definitively conclude that each of these approaches tends to focus on a specific analytical angle, and each one evidently pins the question of Mizrahi Jews’ religious identity on a single, central variable. 

1. The modernization-secularization theory
This theory identifies modernization processes with secularization and progress, while regarding religion and tradition as their opposites – as manifestations of weakness, and or a backward society. Clear illustrations of this approach may be found in the works of sociologist Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt and anthropologist Shlomo Deshen. Both scholars offer comprehensive, expansive explanations in addressing the question of Mizrahi Jews’ religious identity; both analyze and judge the Mizrahi religious Jews through the modernist lens. In his early works,[footnoteRef:6] Eisenstadt identifies Mizrahim as a population group that is not classifiable as either secular or religious, but rather as masorti’im (“traditional” Jews)[footnoteRef:7] characterized by a loose, ambivalent cohesiveness that is accentuated in relation to Jewish tradition.[footnoteRef:8] Eisenstadt ascribes the Mizrahi traditional orientation to the crisis of modernization that befell the Mizrahim in the 1950s. Historically, Mizrahi Jews lived and operated for many centuries as a traditional society, in the cultural sense, i.e.,that is, as a hierarchical society,[footnoteRef:9] mutually influenced by and dependent on their Islamic surroundings. This continuity was disrupted by profound crisis and shock precisely at the most critical formative stage in the construction of Israeli society – during the nation-building of the 1950s, when masses of Jews from Eastern countries immigrated to Israel and, for the first time in their lives, met modern secular Jews. The inter-cultural encounter – which Eisenstadt describes as a clash between the pioneering, revolutionary orientation towards creating a new world, delinked from tradition, and the traditional world[footnoteRef:10] – led to a fundamental transformation. The traditional religious legacy of Mizrahim began steadily to recede: members of the first generation, the adults, maintained their traditional religious lifestyle, but because the national, secular, modernist hegemony portrayed them as pathetic, weak, and primitive, they could not serve as role models with whom the younger generation could identify. The latter, according to Eisenstadt, continued to adhere to religious rituals, but unlike their parents they felt no obligation to abide by religious laws, and in general religion played a secondary role for them.[footnoteRef:11] These are the traditional Jews as we have come to recognize them to date. To complete this picture, it is important to contextualize the Ashkenazi counterpart of the secular-observant dynamic: the latter also underwent a period of transformations and shockwaves (in Europe around the turn of the towards the end of the nineteenth century and during the first half of the twentieth century) – waves of migration, urbanization, the spread of the Jewish Enlightenment (“Haskalah”), intense nationalist activism, and of course the horror and terror of the Holocaust. The Ashkenazi collective reacted to these shockwaves in three ways, reflecting three distinct and ideologically consolidated patterns of religious identity:[footnoteRef:12] national secularization, neo-orthodoxy (identified with religious Zionism), and orthodoxy (identified with the category of conservative orthodoxy). Because these transformations and shockwaves bypassed the Mizrahi collective (until the 1950s), those patterns, which did not correspond with Mizrahi history or collective memory, did not seem relevant to Mizrahim. As a result, the Mizrahi collective found itself in an impossible quandary during the 1950s and 1960s: on the one hand, it had undergone shock and experienced a difficult crisis that originated with the powerful winds of modernization; on the other hand, in the face of this crisis, it was unable to find a political and cultural home suited to its situation and background.[footnoteRef:13] The outcome of this quandary was  the adjustment to a way of life that is recognized to this day as traditionalism, which in the works of Deshen and Eisenstadt always appears as a synonym for terms such as: crisis, disintegration, erosion, feebleness, confusion, and quandary. 	Comment by merav: We don’t say “turn of the 19-20 century” in English. 
Usually “turn of the century” is clear, especially in the context of the full phrase here.
But if it is not clear from the entire phrase which “turn of the century” is meant, then perhaps reword as suggested [6:  Eisenstadt, Israeli Society, pp. 157-158; Eisenstadt, The Transformation of Israeli Society, chap. 11, pp. 304-342.]  [7:  In this essay I differentiate between “traditional society” and “traditional Jews”: “traditional Jews” are defined in accordance with the prevailing scholarly discourse, namely – a group whose members follow religious practices on a selective basis and do not necessarily adhere to Jewish law (Halakha) in all its aspects and minutiae. A “traditional society” is defined in accordance with its classical sociological meaning, that is – a group in which the collective (along the primordial dimension: nationality, clan, tribe, or family), rather than the individual, is at the center; its members interact hierarchically and are inclined to maintain a stratified and rigid social status system. ]  [8:  Eisenstadt, The Transformation of Israeli Society.]  [9:  On defining the traditional-hierarchical political culture, see Wildavski, “Choosing Preferences.” [New reference:] Wildavsky, Aaron. "Choosing Preferences by Constructing Institutions: A Cultural Theory of Preference Formation.” The American Political Science Review (1987): 4-21.]  [10:  Eisenstadt, The Transformation of Israeli Society.]  [11:  Deshen, Israeli Judaism.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Deshen observes that although there was some political-party activism in Mizrahi population centers, particularly on the part of Mafdal (the National Religious Party) and Agudat Israel (a Haredi political party), it did not provide accurate representation of the Mizrahim, given that the religious Ashkenazi establishment (particularly Mafdal) made cynical and manipulative use of Mizrahi religiosity.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk57118361]Adopting a broad historical perspective, one can see that the process of transformation was not unidirectional: in the late 1970s the pendulum began swinging from modernism to the other extreme, as ever-growing numbers of Israelis from Mizrahi communities, mainly from the lower class, began associating with ethnocentric religious trends that took such forms  as supporting the ultra-orthodox political party Shas. 
Eisenstadt acknowledges this trend. However, drawing on a functionalist theoretical framework, he explains it as a direct outcome of living far from the modern environment (in terms of geography as well as sociology and culture). According to this view, as long as the Mizrahi people are located, geographically or sociologically, in the periphery – that is, far from the vibrant dynamic innovative metropolitans – being traditionalist would be an unavoidable response. Furthermore, living in peripheral areas means remaining in an old backward-traditional society, one that does not allow individuals to improve their status on the basis of personal achievements.[footnoteRef:14] The implication of Eisenstadt’s reasoning , is that had the Mizrahim resided closer to Israel’s center, had they been mobile (in terms of status and education), then their religiosity would have been moderated and they might even have been secularized. [14:  Eisenstadt, The Transformation of Israeli Society.] 

It would appear, therefore, that the modernization-secularization paradigm has a unidimensional conception concerning religion. Accordingly, it does not view being religious as an autonomous element of individual or group identity, but rather as an appendage to it, as a shadow of sorts that trails after the “real thing.” 
From a broad historical perspective, the roots of modernist thinking appear to trace back to the Enlightenment of eighteenth-century Europe, which exalted the concept of human equality, rationalism, and individual liberty, viewing it, in particular, as a foundation for autonomous conduct (autonomous reason and autonomous morality) and as the antithesis of ignorance and heteronomous conceptions of conduct.[footnoteRef:15] These concepts, at least in the Christian European context, were a source of confrontation and criticism vis-à-vis the institutions of religion and the church. The modernist worldview was prevalent in the early days of Israel’s statehood, both in public discourse and in academic discourse. In the 1980s, however, it began to decline as waves of criticism steadily increased. These waves came from different and even clashing directions: from the radical perspective and from the cultural interpretive perspective.  [15:  Francis Bacon, cited in Bashara, Enlightenment.] 


2. The radical (or “critical”) approach
Researchers who hold a radical perspective[footnoteRef:16] reject the notion that modernization and the response to modernization account for the religiosity or traditionalism characteristic of most Mizrahim. They hold that it is not possible to address the question of religious identity, for any group, without first addressing the range of interests external and foreign to the subject of the discussion. In this context they draw attention to a key fact: the Mizrahi population in Israel is characterized by inferiority and marginalization in terms of status, politics, and geography – a fact that cannot be delinked from the religious infrastructure (see below). Generally speaking, these researchers (some of whom rely on the dialectical materialism of Marxism) hold that the real cause of this marginalization lies not with circumstantial historical forces, but rather is rooted in a superstructure that reflects a consolidation of interests in which religion was used (both by the center and by the periphery) as a means, or battering ram, by different groups competing for resources and hegemony. Illustrative of this approach is sociologist Yehouda Shenhav’s book The Arab Jews.[footnoteRef:17] Shenhav – whose study is based on a series of hypotheses, including and in particular post-colonialist theory[footnoteRef:18] – argues that the religious and traditional orientation prevalent among Mizrahim in Israel is not merely a function of tradition (in its idealist sense) but also, and primarily, an outcome of religionization, that is, of external political activity initiated “from above.” According to his analysis, this form of activity took shape in the late nineteenth century, when Zionist leaders sought to extend and establish the moral legitimacy of Zionism among the Jewish people, and towards this end they adopted a varying, differentiated strategy – one for European Jews and another for Mizrahi Jews: towards the former they conceptualized a “ticket” for entry into Zionist nationhood that depended on the acquisition of an education and on secularization; conversely, for Mizrahi Jews the ticket for entry into Israeli nationhood, as they formulated it, was the opposite – religion and tradition.[footnoteRef:19] This conceptual structure did not give Mizrahi Jews many options because they “have no choice but to be ‘religious’ in order to have a voice in the Zionist discourse.”[footnoteRef:20] In Shenhav’s view, most Mizrahim did indeed (unconsciously) internalize the structure of the hegemonic Zionist discourse and become more religious.[footnoteRef:21] Sociologist Uri Ram draws on a different theoretical foundation, still employing radical logic, to explain the religious orientation of Mizrahim in Israel. His book The Globalization of Israel[footnoteRef:22] extols globalization as a powerful process that no discourse on identity (be it religious or general) can ignore: it has polarized Israeli society in an unprecedented manner, and the resulting polarization goes hand-in-hand, in his view, with the ethnic dimension – the Ashkenazim in central Israel steadily established themselves, while the Mizrahim in the peripheries became evermore mired in the socio-economic bog. This material polarization led to a reorganization of religious identities in Israel. Among other effects, it contributed to increased religious extremism within the Mizrahi periphery. Ram’s conclusion is based not on an examination of history and collective Mizrahi memory (both of which he ignores), but on a universal principle of an essentially materialistic nature: according to him, poverty, inequality, and oppression make the lower classes easy prey for populist, chauvinist, and clericalist politics.[footnoteRef:23] In a similar manner (with a different theoretical nuance), geographers Yiftachel and Tzfadia explain the trends towards religious ethnocentrism that have characterized the Mizrahi population in Israel’s development towns and urban peripheries since the 1980s. In their view,[footnoteRef:24] these trends are not the product of a long-standing “tradition,,” and certainly not of free choice, but rather the direct outcome, first and foremost, of a historical event on a national scale: the planning and design of space during the 1950s by Israel’s governments, in the context of which Mizrahim were “imprisoned,”, or trapped, in the periphery – in development towns and impoverished neighborhoods. This “imprisonment” channeled them towards economic and social inferiority, and the Mizrahi religiosity of the last generation (as reflected in the growing identification of Mizrahim with the ultra-orthodox movement Shas) is a reaction, an attempt to escape this imprisonment by creating a counter-hegemony of sorts. Borrowing the terminology of Marxist theoretician Antonio Gramsci,[footnoteRef:25], Tzfadia and Yiftachel refer to this reaction as a “challenge” to the hegemony – in this case the Israeli Zionist Ashkenazi hegemony.[footnoteRef:26] 	Comment by merav: Chicago Manual of Style rules:
Punctuation is inside the quotation marks
The original was correct. [16:  For the purposes of this discussion, “radical approaches” encompass a broad spectrum of theories, all of which posit that the current “problem” of society is rooted in its very foundations, that the very formation of society followed a problematic course, and accordingly these approaches demand a fundamental (radical) change.]  [17:  Shenhav, The Arab Jews.]  [18:  Post-colonialism is an academic theory (originating in the 1970s) that takes a critical approach towards the nature of Western discourse, which it views as tainted by bias against and the stereotyping of Eastern cultures. The work most identified with this school of thought is Orientalism by the intellectual Edward Said. Briefly, Said holds that reality as we experience it – objective as well as subjective – is to a large extent constructed by hegemonic Western culture, which controls the resources, representation, and dissemination of knowledge (art, language, cinema, research, and culture). Through these channels Western culture established itself as enlightened and developed, while Eastern cultures were subordinated to the structure of colonialist discourse, that is, framed according to an inferior world of imagery. As a result, researchers who have a post-colonialist perspective consider the overarching objective of their academic work to be the production of “critical” analysis that exposes the problematics at the basis of Western, supposedly objective, studies: the hierarchism, biases, and codes that underpin the exclusion of Mizrahim on the one hand, and the exaltation of Westerners on the other. See Said, Orientalism, 306.]  [19:  Shenhav, The Arab Jews, p. 114.]  [20:  Ibid., p. 76. As empirical support for his argument, Shenhav cites reports by delegates of the (European secular colonialist) Zionist movement who visited Mizrahi Jewish communities during the first half of the twentieth century and expressed admiration for the authenticity of Mizrahi Judaism; in other cases, the delegates denigrated Mizrahi Jewish communities for not maintaining a sufficiently religious lifestyle. Both the admiration and the disparagement were intended to serve one purpose: reinforcing the place of Mizrahi Jewish culture within the national discourse as constructed (with the clear understanding that there is no place for Mizrahi religious identity absent a national context). See Shenhav, The Arab Jews, 84-102.]  [21:  For a critique, see Dahan, “Zionism and Cynicism.”]  [22:  Ram, The Globalization, pp. 70-75.]  [23:  Ibid., p. 74.]  [24:  Tzfadia and Yiftachel, “Between Urban and National.”
[[NOTE from author to references compiler: Please, add this: Tzfadia, Erez, and Oren Yiftachel. “Between Urban and National: Political Mobilization among Mizrahim in Israel’s ‘Development Towns’.” Cities 21, no. 1 (2004): 41-55.]  [25:  For a clear, concise review of Gramsci’s framework, see Cox, “Gramsci.”
[Add to References:] Cox, R. W. “Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An Essay in Method.” Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 12, no. 2 (1983): 162-175.]  [26:  Yiftachel and Tzfadia underscore the element of culture and identity, yet they define these terms in accordance with the well-known dialectics of Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci, who views religion and nationalism as a product of hegemony, of the superstructure, rather than an independent factor within the system. See Gramsci, On Hegemony. For a general holistic overview of Yiftachel and Tzfadia’s wider theoretical epistemological framework, see Dahan, “Strategy, Local Sociology, Political Philosophy.” 
[Add to References:] Dahan, Yitzhak. “Strategy, Local Sociology, Political Philosophy: Analysis of Strategy of Non‐Governmental Organizations under Radical Intellectual Leadership.” Nonprofit Management and Leadership 30, no. 4 (2020): 613-633.] 

In sum, researchers who belong to the radical / “critical” school of thought are united in viewing religion not as an independent factor but rather as a bargaining chip, a battering ram in the service of class interests (Ram), or in the service of the struggle for cultural hegemony (Shenhav and Yiftachel). For understandable reasons, they carefully refrain from depicting religion and religious Jews in a negative light. Yet it is hard to ignore the echoes of Marxism evident in their analyses, which view the religious/traditional individual as trapped in a “false consciousness” or as chained in a dark Platonic cave. 
In this sense, both “critical” scholars and modernists are united in thinking that religion, certainly in its popular form, is not an expression of choice or tradition (in the idealistic sense), but rather an outcome of living under poor conditions – a shadow of sorts that follows the “real thing,” or a negative photographic picture of the society. Invoking alternative imagery, one might also say that they regard the relation between the cultural (and religious) structure and the social-political-economic structure as a pair of mutually reflecting mirrors: religious identity is nothing other than a reflection of the material context. These conceptual frameworks give rise to two problems (both rooted in the structuralist nature of those approaches):[footnoteRef:27] first, they dismiss the possibility that being religious also reflects historical and cultural continuity. Second, they regard Mizrahim (and people generally) as passive in the face of their destiny, and they leave no room for the possibility that identification with religion and tradition could also be the product of free will, intention, and consciousness, whether related to or independent of their social status or political or geographic circumstances. [27:  Structuralism refers to a broad theoretical framework, which holds that the course of human conduct is organized in accordance with previously set social structures that, by their nature, are very stable and rigid. This view is based on the hypothesis that, for a significant portion of societies over significant periods of history, human beings have not been consciously aware of themselves or their environments, and have therefore been absorbed into those structures, thereby replicating and entrenching them.] 


3. The cultural interpretive approach
Generally speaking, this approach[footnoteRef:28] downplays the significance of social structures (in their arbitrary and oppressive sense, as do the radical approaches) as a factor that explains the construction of identity, while highlighting and underscoring tradition (in the sense of cultural continuity), free will, intention, and freedom of choice as factors underpinning religious identity. Thus, in contrast to radical thinkers, who tend to conclude that the religious identity of Mizrahim results from manipulation, cultural interpretive thinkers tend to view this identity as largely authentic. Clear examples of this approach include the works of Nissim Leon, Yaacov Yadgar, and Charles Liebman, who share a general perspective yet differ in certain aspects. Yadgar and Liebman[footnoteRef:29] dispute the modernization approach, arguing that researchers from this school of thought have not addressed the religious system as an independent factor, but instead regard it as a reflection of social forces and circumstances. According to them, those scholars presented traditionalism as a victim of modernism, but in fact traditionalism is nothing other than another expression of modernism.[footnoteRef:30] Employing a phenomenological interpretive research method, they seek to demonstrate that the traditional orientation characteristic of most Mizrahim in Israel is not merely a matter of sociological and historical circumstances (modernization, social disintegration, distance from Israeli urban centers, and the like), but also and primarily the product of choice and independent decision-making. Drawing on a long series of interviews, they conclude that this population group is characterized by a distinctly high degree of freedom and that the legitimacy of its traditional outlook stems from principled and moral decisions. The fact is, according to Yadgar and Liebman, that traditional Jews in Israel operate under social systems and a work environment that pressure them to align themselves with one of two absolute poles: secular or religious (either national-religious or Haredi-religious).[footnoteRef:31] Nevertheless, traditional Jews have not caved under these pressures; they interpret their surroundings and deliberate, sometimes agonizingly, seeking to become more moral and eventually deciding in favor of traditionalism. Ultimately, therefore, and in contrast to the implicit hypothesis of the secularization-modernization thesis, traditionalism has not, as Yadgar and Liebman frame it, dissolved into the other categories of identity (namely, secular Jews or observant Jews).[footnoteRef:32] Accordingly, they challenge the underlying hypothesis of the radical and modernization approaches – namely, that the traditional/religious individual lacks consciousness – and they place traditional Mizrahi Jews on the moral high ground. The traditional Jew, Yadgar and Liebman emphasize, is thoroughly modern in the sense that he is conscious of the criticism leveled by these alternative identities against his conduct, and he chooses the traditional identity and copes with the pressures resulting from this choice. The observant (orthodox) Jew has in effect relinquished the choice; the secular Jew does not have a genuine choice (given his lack of familiarity with the “material” from which alternative identities can be built). The traditional Jew, in contrast, is aware of alternatives, weighs them, and makes a choice.[footnoteRef:33]	Comment by merav: Since Leon was deleted in the footnote, it becomes Ibid. and so does the next one [28:  Solely for the purposes of this discussion, the cultural interpretive approach is defined conservatively. It overlaps only partially with the approach posited by renowned anthropologist Clifford Geertz. See Geertz, Interpretation. Geertz was criticized in the past for positing a theory that justifies the existing order, although a closer examination reveals that he was proposing a very expansive theory that addresses both the structuralist aspect and the humanist, conservative aspect. For critiques of Geertz and counter-arguments to these critiques, see Ortner, “Patterns of History.”]  [29:  Yadgar and Liebman, “Beyond the Religious-Secular Dichotomy.”]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Ibid.
[For the references:] Yadgar, Yaacov, and Charles Liebman. “Beyond the Religious-Secular Dichotomy: Masortim in Israel.” Religion or Ethnicity (2009): 171-192. See: https://www.bjpa.org/search-results/publication/11931.]  [32:  Yadgar and Liebman, “Beyond the Religious-Secular Dichotomy.”]  [33:  Ibid.] 

On the basis of this understanding, Yadgar and Liebman reject the negative connotations that scholars of the modernization approach tend to ascribe to traditional Jews (such as religious laxity, rupture, erosion) as well as the implicit assumption that traditionalism and traditional Jews constitute an anomaly,[footnoteRef:34] or a category devoid of meaning.[footnoteRef:35] They prefer to describe the traditional Jewish way of life as a “positive traditional identity.”[footnoteRef:36] Yadgar and Liebman’s emphasis on the element of choice reflects the distinctly humanist foundation of their conceptual framework, which is fundamentally at odds with the structuralist logic at the basis of the analyses presented by Eisenstadt, Deshen, Shenhav, and Ram. The latter four subordinate and subjugate the religious analysis to the sociological and political analysis, whereas Yadgar and Liebman address the issue as an independent factor (possibly even too independent, as discussed below). [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid, p. 2.] 

Sociologist Nissim Leon presents a similar conceptual framework. Leon holds that behind the traditional identity of Mizrahim in Israel there is a distinct element of choice and decision-making. At the same time, as a sociologist he seeks to emphasize the historical, cultural, and sociological context. As such, he draws attention to the differences between Ashkenazi Jewish history and Mizrahi Jewish history: he demonstrates[footnoteRef:37] that in the past Mizrahi Jews and Muslim Arabs shared a cultural and cosmological infrastructure that had, and still has, implications for the religious identity of Mizrahim in Israel. For example, the popular-religious lifestyle prevalent among Jews of Mizrahi background is a replication of the Muslim counterpart, in which (for example) the veneration of holy men (including holy men common to both religions) is a salient phenomenon. Even the relative scarcity of “secular” Jews among Mizrahim in Israel is rooted in the unique history of this community, a history linked to Islamic culture, in which the belief in God and in tradition are so deeply ingrained that “secular” Muslims never resemble “secular” individuals in Western culture (who have a history of bitterness and antagonism towards religion). Another source of historical and cultural continuity, according to Leon, is the Halakhic (Jewish legal) tradition: historically, Mizrahi religious sages tended to be systematically moderate and compromising in accommodating to reality, whereas the Ashkenazi Halakhic tradition consistently tended towards severity. In short, while Eisenstadt and Deshen regard Mizrahi traditionalism in the present as the result of a rupture, Leon views it as the result of continuity, or more accurately, as a dynamic reality with clear reverberations from the past. On this point it is important to stress that Leon is not a cultural structuralist; that is, he does not view Mizrahi culture as stable, continuous, and rooted in the structural DNA of the community. Instead he sees a continuum alongside a transformation stemming from internal as well as external activity.[footnoteRef:38] In addition and in contrast to Yadgar and Liebman, who regard the traditional Mizrahi public as an independent agent struggling for its independence, Leon locates this identity in a broad socio-cultural context.[footnoteRef:39] In this context, he highlights the interdependence and mutual enrichment between traditional Mizrahim and ultra-orthodox Haredi Mizrahim. This (reciprocal) dependence developed during the third quarter of the twentieth century, when most of the Mizrahim in Israel shared the same territory and the same culture, residing in lower-class neighborhoods or development towns. Over time some Mizrahim moved out of these neighborhoods and found a place within the framework of the emerging Sephardic Haredi rabbinical elite, which, out of an ethos of calling and redemption, returned to those neighborhoods, to their place of origin, to enlist more followers among the Mizrahi community who had remained in the periphery. Leon holds that many of the scholars who produced studies of Israeli society have failed to understand the Mizrahi religious identity because they translated and conceptualized Mizrahi religious reality in accordance with their own – European – world of concepts. From a broad and not particularly nuanced perspective, it would appear that notwithstanding certain points of emphasis, Leon is generally in consensus with Yadgar and Liebman, who view the religious identity of Mizrahim as a product of long-standing tradition and choice.  [37:  Leon, “Mizrahi Traditionalism”; Leon, “Perspective.”]  [38:  As an example of “external” change, Leon cites the founding of the State of Israel, which, “in a stroke of modern nationalism” (Leon, “Perspective”), severed Mizrahi Jews from Islamic civilization (Leon, “Mizrahi Traditionalism”). ]  [39:  Leon, “The Mass Assembly.” 
[For the references:] Leon, N. (2006). “The Mass Assembly (The Kenes) in the Tshuvah Movement.” In Israeli Haredim: Integration without Assimilation?, edited by Emmanuel Sivan and Kimmy Caplan (Jerusalem: Van-Leer Jerusalem Institute, 2006), pp. 82-98 (Hebrew).] 

Table 1 summarizes the comparative analysis and presents the main principles of the approaches discussed (without claiming to encompass all the researchers who have made observations about the issue at hand, and presenting what is naturally a somewhat schematic picture).

Table 1 
Summary: Analytical approaches to the religious identity of Mizrahim in Israel 
	Theoretical approach
	The nature of religion
(specifically the Mizrahi religiousness)
	Explanatory variables
	Theoretical-epistemological foundation
	Normative basis 

	Modernization
Eisenstadt, 1967; 1989
Deshen, 1978
	Lack of consciousness, atrophy, feebleness 
	General history, macro-sociological processes and forces: modernization, status, mobility, center-periphery
	Functionalist structuralism
	Enlightenment

	Radical (“critical”)
Shenhav, 2002
Ram, 2005
Yiftachel and Tzfadia, 1999
	Reflection of external forces, lack of consciousness
	Macro-sociological processes and structures: history of nation-building, hegemony, politics, status, power structure, globalization
	Marxist structuralism
	Radicalism

	


Cultural interpretive
	Yadgar and Liebman, 2006
	Independent factor
	Moral decision-making, interpretation, consciousness, historical-cultural continuity
	Idealism and particularism
	Conservatism

	
	Leon, 2009
	Independent yet simultaneously context-dependent factor
	Moral decision-making, interpretation based on context, historical-cultural continuity, micro-sociological processes and forces
	Critical conservatism



[bookmark: _Hlk57126386]The modernization-secularization theory holds that the traditional orientation shared by most Mizrahim in Israel is a result of the “Big Bang” that took place during the years of mass Mizrahi immigration. This conceptual framework is based on a structuralist-functionalist epistemology; that is, it posits society as a system whose various components are expected to function harmoniously while preserving the existing/desired order. Accordingly, the traditionalists-versus--modernists division is the inevitable outcome of a social structure in which various forces complement one another (without being in conflict or competition): there is a center, and therefore there are peripheries; there are modernists, and therefore there are traditionalists. This conceptual framework is based onhas a normative basis approach that views the enlightenment as the ultimate and correct foundation upon which Israeli society should rest. Researchers from the radical school of thought are rooted in a Marxist structuralism that does not view the traditional-versus- -modern dichotomy – as the only basis upon which we should analyze the Israeli society, but rather as the outcome of tension and competition over interests and hegemony. As such, they regard religion as a means of establishing a power structure that benefits a distinct side within the system. The cultural interpretive school of thought, as represented in Yadgar and Liebman’s study, categorically rejects these conceptual frameworks, basically positing that the mechanism for construction of religious identity develops from the bottom up: from independent choice and decision-making. This logic gives rise to an idealistic conceptual framework and a fundamentally conservative normative approach that dismisses explanations in which political hegemony and oppressive power structures are considered sources of influence (as noted, Leon’s studies establish a distinct sub-category of the cultural interpretive school of thought). In any event, researchers who draw on the cultural interpretive school of thought categorically reject the radicals’ (“critical”) conceptual foundation. Whereas the latter are deeply convinced that human beings, by their very nature, seek to survive or to promote interests – thus using religion/tradition towards this end – scholars who follow the cultural and interpretive method presume that human beings seek meaning and value for their life, and find it in religion or tradition.
As noted above, the theoretical part of this essay presents the research in a somewhat schematic manner, which necessitates clarification. All of the above-mentioned scholars essentially seek to present a broad and allegedly non-reductive explanation that encompasses an entire range of influential factors. Nevertheless, from a broad perspective, one may certainly conclude that each of the above theories emphasizes a particular analytical viewpoint and tends to be reductive, to the extent that it limits the question of religious identity to a single, central factor. 

[bookmark: _Hlk57126849]4. An integrated approach that highlights the individual’s interpretation and biography 
The current research follows accepts the notion that analyszing a specific case of one’s individual religious identity should follow an integrative approach. In addition, however, this favourite favored approach highlights an important crucial element which ignored by all the above scholars: the individual’s own biography or life story. In short, this approach follows a theory that seeks to draw a connection between social structure and interpretation by the human agent, or between structuralism (for example, modernization theory and the radical approach) and humanism (the cultural interpretive school of thought). This conceptual framework is composed of several theoretical elements,[footnoteRef:40], with the principal one being the argument that an individual does not operate solely as a social agent (as posited by structuralist approaches) but also as a human agent, as a representative of oneself and one’s private world. The connection drawn here between the social aspect and the human aspect is based on the concept of interpretation and dialogue: the individual, faced with a given state of affairs (a cultural, geographic, and social context), interprets the situation and mobilizes the resources inherent in it in one direction or another. As such, this theory seeks to add and highlight a decisive mediating variable that structuralist approaches have marginalized: the characteristics of the group at the micro-systemic level. Factors such as family, school, neighborhood, city, or town constitute a critical element in the formation of cultural (and religious) identity. The biographical interpretive method adds an important layer to this concept: the element of interpretation (the change, the “plot twist”) takes place at various biographical junctions, at interesting intersections in course of the individual’s life, such as a tumultuous or formative event.  [40:  It includes several innovative frameworks, mainly the structuration theory formulated by Giddens (See Giddens, Society, 27-29) and the biographical interpretive method. The most prominent scholar of the latter is French sociologist Daniel Bertaux (Bertaux, “Biography”). This approach holds that while the life story of an individual might serve as a reflection of the life story of the collective (nation, ethnicity, age group, and the like), it also reflects completely independent elements that are shaped by the individual’s various life events. A biography is in effect a “filter” for new situations. As such, researchers from this school of thought aim to conduct an in-depth analysis of the complex relationship between past experience and the formation of present reality. Thus, this approach integrates the collective with the individual (or structuralism with humanism), and in every case is strongly opposed to the critical radical approaches that focus specifically on the collective (or seek to show how the structure accounts for the individual). See Bertaux, “Biography”; See also Froggett and Chamberlyne, 2004 [Need a short form title, not a year, and this source is not in the bibliography]. For demonstration of this involving an Israeli in a micro-sociological context, see Dahan, 2017 “Urban Distress and Political Narrative”; Dahan, “Understanding Leadership.” 
[Please add the following references:] Dahan, Yitzhak. “Understanding Leadership in Disadvantaged Peripheral Areas: The Case of Mayors and Local Leaders in Israel.” Leadership (2018): 61-79.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk57127192]Extending the integrative approach to the issue of religious identity, we may frame the principal as follows: a decision taken by an individual (to be religiously observant, secular, or traditional) is always the outcome of self-awareness and freedom of choice; however, this decision is not detached from environmental and objective circumstances (political regime, generation, class status, place of livingresidence). . Indeed, being religious is notn’t disconnected from external forces such as stakeholders who have an interest in religionizing poor people; however, the individual’s reaction to such external pressures and interests depends on his own decision, or more precisely, on a dialogue that he holds with such external interests and environmental circumstances. At the same time, that decision is not detached from the individual’s preconception and experience, especially at the micro-level (e.g., childhood in the neighborhood where he grew up, family heritage, and so on). 
In other words, the value added by the research method I propose lies in the fact that it takes into account all the perspectives (of the above-mentioned approaches) and integrates them. The next section offers an analysis of the process of religious identity formation for two figures in light of the principles of the proposed approach – that is, it uses narrative biographical descriptions. The discussion in this section will maintain a continuous dialogue with the theoretical section by highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the various schools of thought.


C. Secularization processes among Mizrahim in Israel: Analysis of life stories
This section will analyze the life stories of two individuals of Mizrahi heritage who are exceptionally publicly prominent at the local level: Yehuda Allush and Ilana Orion. The two share a similar sociological, generational, and cultural background: young, of Mizrahi heritage, and born to parents from North Africa, both completed an academic education and later adopted a critical outlook towards their natural environment (see below). Against the background of these similarities, it is interesting to examine how each of these two figures reads and interprets the characteristics of their environment and reaches a decision about religious identity.

Yehuda Allush
Yehuda Allush is a social activist, a resident of Be’er Sheva born into a traditional religious environment, who in time adopted a very critical position towards the religious establishment and the prevailing cultural norms of his home environment – the traditional community. His transformation was rooted in the influence of social media, institutions, and the political systems in which he was immersed; however, as I demonstrate below, the transformation was not driven by passive absorption, but rather by dialogue with these systems. After concluding this dialogue, Allush adopted a distinct model of traditionalism with a strong element of criticism, particularly against the religious hierarchy in its local manifestation. This criticism draws inspiration from completely secular sources and religious sources simultaneously. 
Yehuda Allush was born in 1958 to Tunisian-born parents who had immigrated to Israel in the 1950s. A public figure and local social activist, Allush has a vibrant and provocative personality that tends to stand out at the various social and political events he frequents, which are invariably associated with social distress and protest, especially in relation to ethnic and class issues. During the 1980s he was very active as chairman of the Dalet neighborhood (“neighborhood D”) committee in Be’er Sheva and as a student at Ben-Gurion University; in the 1990s he served as director of a neighborhood rehabilitation project in Be’er Sheva; during the 2000s he served as head of a nonprofit organization for the needy and as a community activist for the Labor Party. The neighborhood in which he had up during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s had quite a homogenous ethnic, cultural, and class profile: all the neighborhood’s residents belonged to the lower-class, nearly all were of North African heritage, and the vast majority were traditional or religious. Allush recalls the traditional and religious ambience of his childhood neighborhood with a sense of longing:	Comment by merav: added
To this day I carry beautiful memories. Routine events in the neighborhood, such as family celebrations, religious celebrations, and even funerals – electrified me.[footnoteRef:41] There was one Yom Kippur Eve I will never forget: my brother and I were at the synagogue named after Rabbi Yosef Soso Hacohen – a figure we saw as powerful (even before his death he was a renowned figure; for example, if we were playing soccer and he happened to pass by, we would all stop the game and run over to kiss his hand). On that Yom Kippur it rained like never before in Be’er Sheva. And I remember my father arriving at the end of the prayer service, wrapping us in a blanket, and carrying us on his shoulders, then walking and skipping through the mud some hundreds of meters until we reached home. It was a moment I will never in my life forget, a moment that connected me to nature and to God. I truly felt as if I were speaking with God.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.]  [42:  Ibid.] 

The religious and traditional ambience that Allush describes was only one aspect of the big picture. As in all the peripheral districts in Israel from the 1960s to the 1980, the Dalet neighborhood also experienced trends of disintegration and social delinquency that manifested in severe forms of criminal activity. Allush was intimately familiar with this side of life. As he bitterly recounted in a newspaper interview, “Of the 30 children I grew up with, only 7 are alive today. The rest were killed in criminal clashes or died from drugs.”[footnoteRef:43] Eisenstadt and Deshen’s approach would view this as a typical case of an individual, a second-generation son of Mizrahi immigrants, operating within a traditional community that is steadily being eroded by the fierce winds of modernization and everything it entails (alienation, etc.). How did Allush withstand these forces? What led to the formation of the critical-secular aspect (see below) of the identity of someone who grew up in a very traditional neighborhood, that is, in a culture in which secularism is defined as practically “out of bounds”? As I demonstrate, one cannot answer this question by drawing on the gross macro-systemic analytical tools offered by modernization theory or radical theory. On the other hand, we can certainly make progress if we dig down to the family roots and consider the individual interpretive element. [43:  Haaretz, Weekend Supplement, 9 August 2002.] 

Allush was born in the Dalet neighborhood of Be’er Sheva, which at the time was quite homogenous. Within this environment, his family appeared to be a slightly different cultural unit, an enclave of sorts. The family discourse included critical and radical undertones rooted, among other factors, in the personal biography of his father, Victor Allush. Victor Allush was born and raised in 1940s Tunis, a French protectorate. Generally speaking, French rule and French culture – and the modernization values they convey – had a significant impact on the identity of North African immigrants.[footnoteRef:44] In Victor Allush’s case, the impact was particularly strong because of his family’s special circumstances: his own father had died when he was young and, raised in dire poverty, he did not even receive an elementary school education. According to the father’s account,[footnoteRef:45] during the first half of the 1940s, at the height of World War II, the heads of the Jewish community in his birthplace, Tunis, dispersed far and wide. That is, the influence of traditional Jewish communal oversight essentially bypassed the family’s father. The resulting void was filled by French secular culture. The agents of French culture and Tunis itself had a tremendous impact on Victor Allush, who absorbed their influence directly as well as indirectly. As a youth, he identified with icons and symbols of French culture: “The technology, the manners, the revolutionary history of France!”[footnoteRef:46] He admired leaders such as Charles de Gaulle and Jewish socialist Leon Blum.[footnoteRef:47] Allush the father did not attend school, but he was an autodidact: he learned to read and write on his own, and was a voracious reader of French-language magazines.[footnoteRef:48] In 1958, just a few years after Victor Allush immigrated to Israel, his fifth son was born (in all, the family has 15 sons and daughters), and he named him Yehuda-de-Gaulle Allush.[footnoteRef:49] The French chapter in the biography of the family’s father hints as a most important element in the socialization process of his son Yehuda Allush: one might argue that the father of the family served as a social agent of French culture, an important historical chapter of which – the Revolution – is based on the notion of Enlightenment and the modernist ethos of liberty and equality. That is, in contrast to the element of rupture, of alienation, that presumably goes hand-in-hand with modernization (Eisenstadt, Deshen), here we have a special case (like every special case): Allush – the Mizrahi, was not pushed towards modernization, but rather identified with it and carried it with him.  [44:  Tsur, A Torn Community.]  [45:  Interview, Victor Allush.]  [46:  Ibid.]  [47:  Ibid.]  [48:  Ibid.]  [49:  Haaretz, Weekend Supplement, 9 August 2002.] 


A mother and her children against the backdrop of immigrant housing built in a modernist style in 1950s Be’er Sheva. During the 1950s and 1960s, the young state rapidly absorbed about 1.5 million immigrants (almost three times the number of residents at the time of statehood), while also laying the foundation for nation-building. The ruling hegemony and professional elites (in architecture, research, and science) sought to construct Israeli society using a European, modern-national, and secular format. In terms of architecture, the modernist style aimed to establish one truth, free of foreign cultural interpretations (construction following straight lines, without unnecessary adornments). The immigrant population from Eastern countries, who were essentially traditional and had not undergone the shock of secularization in their countries of origin, lived and operated against the backdrop of this scenery in development towns and lower-class neighborhoods on the margins of the major cities (later termed “distressed neighborhoods”) – the same locales in which and from which Mizrahi traditionalism underwent consolidation and revival.	Comment by merav: Photo caption: page 799
Government Press Bureau. Photograph: Moshe Milner 

In the early 1970s, with the appearance of the “Black Panthers” in Jerusalem, a core element in the father’s worldview began to take shape: Victor joined and became a leader of the vibrant protest activities of the Panthers, which were concentrated in southern Israel at the time. During those days prominent figures from the Panthers’ movement, primarily Mizrahim, were frequently coming and going through his home, as a result of which the Allush family members formed reciprocal relations with another different and special cultural world: radical, anti-establishment intellectuals and activists, most of whose friends came from an Ashkenazi background.[footnoteRef:50] Many meetings took place between the Mizrahi-peripheral side and the Ashkenazi-radical side, primarily at universities, cafes, and private homes. Young people (Mizrahim and Ashkenazim) listened together to rock music and protest songs by British and American bands, read revolutionary texts, and smoked together.[footnoteRef:51] An important geographical-cultural center for these encounters was Be’er Sheva, which served in the 1980s as a source of inspiration for some of the family members. Victor and Yehuda Allush frequently visited the local campus as guests, lecturers, and friends of social activists and academic acquaintances.[footnoteRef:52] In addition, and in particular, in the early 1980s Yehuda Allush embarked on a long process of completing his high school education at the local university.[footnoteRef:53] Young Allush stood out amidst the student milieu, and a social network began to form around him, composed of activists and intellectuals of Mizrahi heritage who had a radical secular worldview. These included Prof. Yossi Yonah, Prof. Yossi Dahan, Dr. Henriette Dahan, and Avner Amiel.[footnoteRef:54] Allush was an avid reader of revolutionary literature and admirer of “freedom fighters” such as Trotsky, Che Guevara, and Martin Luther King – figures who amounted to “idols” in his eyes.[footnoteRef:55] This cultural mix – social networking, texts, figures, and symbols – reflects another unique and influential environment: the secular Mizrahi culture that developed during the 1990s, whose leaders founded various civil society organizations. The best known of these is the Mizrahi Democratic Rainbow, a core characteristic of which is its sweeping and categorical rejection of national and religious symbols (the national more so than the religious).[footnoteRef:56] Following his exposure to and identification with social groups linked to the academic secular Ashkenazi community and the secular Mizrahi community, Allush began to translate the totality of his personal experience into the terminology and theory he had internalized. This process also took a practical form: Allush began to undergo a radical lifestyle transformation towards secularism. He recounts: [50:  One of these was Matzpen, which in cultural-political terms reflected a distinct sub-system: children “from a good home” with a high degree of social awareness and strong orientation towards protest. See Chetrit, The Mizrahi Struggle in Israel, p. 140. On the Black Panthers, see Bernstein, “The Black Panthers”; Chetrit, The Mizrahi Struggle in Israel, pp. 186-119.]  [51:  Chetrit, The Mizrahi Struggle in Israel.]  [52:  Interview, Victor Allush, Yehuda Allush.]  [53:  Allush came to attend Ben-Gurion University under special circumstances: The University president at the time, Yosef Tekoah, initiated a meeting with members of the Allush family, who were known as political agitators. In consultation with the father of the family, the idea emerged to establish a social project at the University in order to promote the education of young people from underprivileged neighborhoods.]  [54:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.]  [55:  Ibid.]  [56:  See Dahan, “Segregated and Integrated.”] 

During my time at the university, because of my studies, I felt alienated from the entire world around me: family, friends. In the neighborhood and the community we had been taught that certain things must under no circumstances be violated, such as the observance of the Sabbath and the separation between meat and milk. When I was attending the university, I did the opposite. On purpose. The university studies were for me like having the chakras opened. And the change was radical. I will give you a concrete example: Once, in the late 1970s, as I was sinking into the criminal world, cops came and arrested me and my friend. I remember sitting at the police station for an interrogation. The arrangement was that they would [alternately] drag me into an interrogation, then drag my friend, so that we could not coordinate our versions. When my friend’s turn came, I heard him from outside, shrieking in pain. The interrogators were simply beating him to try to extract a confession. With this pressure in the background I took a vow and said, “God, if I am released home, I will make a change and stop smoking on the Sabbath.” Before five minutes had passed, the interrogator came out of the room and said, “Yehuda Allush and [John Doe] are free to go home.” And I kept this vow for a long time. I observed the Sabbath. All of that changed shortly after I got the university. I broke my vow. I told myself, “Let it go, [it’s] nonsense, it was a coincidence,” and started smoking on the Sabbath again.[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.] 


It would appear, therefore, that the most significant agent of change in the (temporary, as explained below) process of secularization in Allush’s life stemmed from the academic establishment, and more precisely, the local university as a focal point for “critical,” “modernist-rationalist” thought, especially when associated with activists and protesters sociologically grounded in the secular experience. This cultural experience – an orientation towards criticism of the (social-class and religious) order and hierarchy, where concepts such as “protest” and “revolution” are seen as positive, where intellectuals, writers, and theoreticians (rather than rabbis) are honored, and where the aim is to flatten the traditional-religious, ethnic, and national hierarchy – stood in almost complete opposition to another (and no less dominant) system of influence in Allush’s life: the traditional Mizrahi culture in which norms and structure of legitimization have a practical and hierarchical character (a hierarchy built on a religious, national, and ethnic basis).[footnoteRef:58] In the early 1990s, Allush concluded the academic chapter of his life and returned to his neighborhood. This marked the start of a new chapter, in which he became more acutely aware of the seemingly conflicting effects of the traditional experience, on the one hand, and secularism, on the other. To address this contradiction, as I show, Allush drew on two sets of values: he critiqued the traditional religious experience using the secular academic “toolbox”; at the same time, however, he did not categorically abandon tradition: he firmly embraced, yet redefined, traditionalism.	Comment by merav: ומבנה הלגיטימציה [58:  Dahan, Political Cultures, pp. 45-58.] 

Allush was, as noted, born of and into the traditional Mizrahi life of Be’er Sheva, whose main agents of influence were embodied in figures known as “popular” rabbis. Having returned to his neighborhood, to his place of origin, he was not inclined to adopt a critical position towards the rabbinical world, at least not at this stage. Over the years, however, this trend reversed. The transition began in the aftermath of several encounters with religious Mizrahi agents of culture – politicians and popular rabbis whose strength and status derive mainly from the peripheries.[footnoteRef:59] These encounters were in effect an inherent aspect of the socialization process for members of this community, particularly those of the lower class. Indeed, the lifestyle in this community is characterized by frequent encounters with rabbis of this sort, who often make an appearance at various life events and commemorations at the private and national level and at certain sites: a memorial service for someone deceased, a religious celebration honoring a renowned rabbi, holidays, couples counseling, ceremonial blessings, and above all – as regular honored guests at Sephardic synagogues. This mix of institutions, icons, and rituals also featured in Allush’s life, among other factors because of his personal situation: married since the early 1990s, he remained childless, and the possibility of extracting himself from the situation through proximity to and blessings from rabbis certainly spoke to him.[footnoteRef:60] Nevertheless, as I will show, these encounters did not lead to his passive absorption into the local traditional cultural system. Moreover, by virtue of these encounters Allush gradually formed his critical outlook – a transition that corresponds clearly with the secular academic chapter of his life. Allush recounts a personal experience that proved formative for him: [59:  Bilu, The Saints’ Impresarios.]  [60:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.] 

At the time, in the mid-1990s, a kabbalist rabbi came to Be’er Sheva…. He arrived in town and heard that I have connections with government authorities, which could help him establish a kollel and a mikveh. I introduced him to the minister of religious affairs at the time, and we really helped him. We provided assistance for him. I got close to him, some sort of connection developed, a bond that could have gone well. But very soon it was extinguished. I remember how at one of the religious celebrations that the rabbi held to honor his father, I noticed an interesting phenomenon: the rabbi started to pass around a bottle of whiskey among the people, urging the guests to tell stories of miracles involving him, and nothing else interested him. He would whisper to people, “Tell [us], tell [us]! I need to ‘excite’ the people!” It was tacitly understood that no matter what form the behavior of the kabbalist rabbi – the patron – took, no one should question it, remark on it, or criticize it. Like being complicit in a lie. But not me! I was aware of this injustice and aberration. You catch them in intimate moments and then you’re disappointed. I saw the hypocrisy. I felt that ego, money, and power interested him more than anything. I told myself, “This is the kabbalist, the miracle worker that everyone stands in line to receive a blessing from, and to touch his beard?! It’s all nonsense, just another person in search of power and money.”[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Ibid.] 

Allush’s critical interpretation of the encounter did not correlate with the prevailing norm in his community, in his fundamentally traditional and hierarchical cohort group, which tended towards conformity and obedience.[footnoteRef:62] He himself was inclined towards suspicion and a non-conformist outlook. Nevertheless, at this stage he did not generalize about the character of rabbis, but rather qualified his assertion in a specific, ad hominem manner. Further down the road he once again found himself confronting representatives of the traditional popular Mizrahi culture; once again he approached them in an open-minded manner, either sympathetic or unbiased, and once again emerged from the experience vehement and critical – this time to the point of generalization, to the point of cultural symbolization and identification. The following incident marked an apex in this process. In the late 1990s Allush served as head of the election campaign headquarters for Rabbi Yoram Cohen, a local rabbi who had grown up in Be’er Sheva and was running for the position of the city’s chief rabbi. Rabbi Cohen’s rival was a non-local candidate: Rabbi Yehuda Deri, brother of Aryeh Deri, at the time a member of Knesset and the charismatic leader of the Sephardic ultra-orthodox movement Shas. Allush, a “political animal,” explains the social and cultural factors that mobilized him to support the local candidate so enthusiastically. His description that reveals the reciprocity between the personal and the public, and between the religious and the political:  [62:  See Dahan, Political Cultures, pp. 45-58.] 

I wanted to promote an authentic, local leader who had grown up here. See, Yoram grew up in my neighborhood, and I knew his grandfather. We didn’t want a rabbi who had been parachuted in, of the sort that Aryeh Deri and Ovadia Yosef were trying to promote. I established a headquarters that had contact with members of the voters’ forum. One day I got a phone call from Aryeh Deri. He asked me to call off a demonstration by residents – which I had initiated – against Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, who was coming to Be’er Sheva to inaugurate a mikveh. Deri said something like, “Yehuda, drop the campaign and the demonstrations. I promise you that I’ll sort you out.” Not long after that, Aryeh Deri organized a big conference in Be’er Sheva and invited Rabbi Kaduri and other prominent rabbis. He called me, my father, and my religious brothers, and made sure to get us in, to receive a blessing from Rabbi Kaduri without waiting in line. On that occasion he tried, again, to convince me to drop the issue of Rabbi Yoram. Eventually Rabbi Deri was elected and our candidate lost. I tried to find out what had brought about this groundswell of support for Yehuda Deri. I asked members of the voters’ forum, which included synagogue managers and members of Be’er Sheva’s city council, “What led you to support Yehuda Deri?” and they told me explicitly: “promises.” I put all the pieces together and saw that it was all a giant industry of kombinot [shady deals]. I reached the decision that I would sever my relations with religion! I don’t believe them! I don’t want any ties![footnoteRef:63]	Comment by merav: קומבינות [63:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.] 

This incident, like the previous one, also reflects the element of dialogue between the human agent and the social structure (the environment): Allush was conducting a dialogue, although unlike many in his cohort group, his was a critical dialogue. Upon its (temporary of course) conclusion, he decided that the agents of religion, both local and national, were not acting on behalf of lofty ideals but, rather, in service of narrow interests, and that whoever heads the local hierarchy is no more than one of the people, and perhaps even less: constrained and limited to contemptible materialism. He concluded that the dynamic of social construction, the status and prestige of rabbis, at least of this sort, are based primarily on bargaining, on power structures, coalitions, and narrow interests. In light of these conclusions he decided to “sever ties” with religion. Although his decision was autonomous, honest, and authentic, it had not emerged in a vacuum. As I will show, it had some basis in the dialogue with ethical and aesthetic principles on which he had been raised and educated during the formative years in which his personality and identity were taking shape: Allush reinforced his withdrawal from the religious experience, in its popular rabbinical form, by relating to the critical academic chapter of his life, which in his case reflected a cultural coordinate system rooted in universal values: 
I saw, and see, in them [popular rabbis] the enemies of human rights, of civil rights, enemies of pluralism. This culture of rabbinic dynasties has no democracy, no love of Man, no universal worldview, and those are the values on which I was raised.[footnoteRef:64] 	Comment by merav: החצרות [64:  Ibid.] 

Interestingly, Allush does not view this position as clashing with the essence of religion; moreover, he in fact reinforces his moral, rejectionist, and critical position by referring to traditional Jewish principles, which as noted formed part of the system of influence on which he had been raised and educated:
I was raised on the biblical verse “for bribes blind the eyes of the discerning and upset the plea of the just” [Deuteronomy 16:19]. Now understand: I see this – the fact that money blinds these rabbis – right in front of me. Day by day, hour by hour. In live broadcast. I live inside it (and here nearly all the rabbis are of this sort). So can I cut myself off from these verses of wisdom?! Can you cut yourself off from tradition?![footnoteRef:65] [65:  Ibid.] 

This statement illustrates once again the multilayered nature of the process of identity construction: Allush adopted his outlook (a secular one, but with affinity to tradition) on the basis of a dialectic that draws moral principles from different places: on the one hand he adopts religious and moral principles (“bribes blind the eyes of the discerning”), while on the other hand he draws on his critical academic education (with emphasis on the secular and radical).
From a broad perspective, the picture that emerges from Allush’s life story reflects a personal profile; at the same time, it reflects a Mizrahi profile shared by many young educated Mizrahim in Israel. This biographical structure has two poles: on the one hand, Allush has ties to tradition and religion, among other reasons because he was born into a traditional religious environment in its Mizrahi-neighborhood format, as embodied in the figures of childhood heroes, memories, and sounds. He cannot (and  in particular does not want to) abandon his place of origin. On the other hand, because of his education, Allush is aware of the manipulative aspects of religion in its popular and material manifestation – which is the dominant manifestation in peripheral Mizrahi districts in Israel: lower-class neighborhoods and development towns.[footnoteRef:66] The movement between these opposing poles embodies the potential construction of a third model, an intermediate model that borrows from both. In some sense, that is what happened: Allush, who currently identifies as “completely secular,”[footnoteRef:67] accepts tradition but rejects traditionalists (especially in their institutional and popular forms). [66:  See Leon, “The Mass Assembly.”]  [67:  Interview, Yehuda Allush.] 

A similar biographical background is evident in the next case – the life story of Ilana Orion. Compared with the decisions Allush took, the case before us illustrates completely different interpretive directions.

Ilana Orion
Ilana Orion (originally Haziza) is an educated woman of Mizrahi heritage who grew up in a traditional home and eventually abandoned tradition, to the extent that she identifies as an atheist.[footnoteRef:68] The secularization process she underwent reflects an interesting model that entails a complete rupture from the essence of religion but not from the traditional community and family. As I show, this model took shape as she proceeded through various stations in her life where different forces were at work (modernization, mobility and education, family, and so on), in combination, of course, with the element of interpretation and dialogue. [68:  Interview, Ilana Orion.] 

Ilana was born in 1964 in the development town of Ofakim, the oldest of four siblings. Her parents, born and raised in Morocco, had immigrated to Israel in 1962. She grew up in a very traditional environment, typical of the development towns of those days, and by her account, she did not meet any non-believers until she reached adulthood.[footnoteRef:69] Her parents integrated into this environment while at the same time deviating from it. Like many other immigrants from Morocco to Israel, her parents were exposed to a hegemonic secular establishment that transmitted messages and values ​​fundamentally alien to the Moroccan religious heritage and its popular cultural manifestations. Their response to this reality, however, was not driven by a sense of alienation or hostility (as happened in many Mizrahi families); on the contrary, they longed to connect with the new and renewing Israel, with the values of modernity it embodied, out of a sense of awareness and a desire to build a new home in Israel. Ilana recounts: [69:  Ibid.] 

My parents chose to be Israelis! They had a very romantic notion about the Land of Israel as the place in which to live life the right way. They arrived with an attitude that said, “This is a new place, this is the Land of Israel; we will leave what we know behind us and learn from this land how we should live!”[footnoteRef:70] [70:  Ibid.] 

Her parents’ position embodied the fundamental values of modernity’s “package deal,” including, primarily, a strong desire to become educated and climb the ladder of mobility. This desire was not a given, as her parents were hardly steeped in education and certainly not in the culture of the educated: her father, who grew up in a city, had only four years of schooling; her mother had grown up in a village and never went to school (in time she acquired an education on her own, as an autodidact). Their interest in seeing their children advance, given their own circumstances, was a source of “great embarrassment,” but it did not hold them back. Ilana recounts:
My parents always told us of their ambitions to see their children educated, “so that you won’t be like us!” I felt that they “sent” me into the Israeli atmosphere – their eldest child, the first native Israeli granddaughter on both sides of my parents’ families – to be the first “Nachshon” [reference to an education program for gifted children] who would learn what was necessary in order to become Israeli, without supposedly “contaminating” me with old and perhaps diasporic content – so that I could become a native daughter par excellence. For this reason the path to the university was also a given, for me and all my siblings.[footnoteRef:71]	Comment by merav: "הנחשון" [71:  Ibid.] 

Her parents’ strong desire to educate their children was not empty rhetoric. They advanced this aim through a pedagogical package that included various incentives (“gifts and a sense of pride!”), which in time bore fruit: three of the four children in the Haziza household achieved a master’s degree (an exceptional figure by any means if taking into account the parameters of generational context and place of residence, and all the more so in comparison with their cohort group – the development town of Ofakim). These facts set Ilana’s family apart from the typical traditional Mizrahi peripheral profile. But there was also similarity: in the Haziza family, the adoption of modern values did not mean acceptance of a modern lifestyle in all its aspects and rejection of the traditional lifestyle. Using Leon’s conceptualization, her parents rejected the dichotomous orthodox division characteristic of Ashkenazi Jews (especially regarding HaShomer HaTza’ir members and Jews of the long-standing ultra-orthodox community in Palestine), a division that classifies tradition and modernity as mutually exclusive categories. Their approach merged with the blending, compromising orientation characteristic of the mainstream within the Mizrahi collective. They did not abandon religious practices, and if certain elements did get discarded, it was not out of a fierce sense of ideology, and certainly not with any antagonism towards religious tradition. Ilana describes:
We, the children, received a very strong message about flexibility in relation to religion, both at home and from the surrounding community. The immediate environment conveyed a sense of legitimacy regarding various forms of religiosity and tradition. One thing was clear: no smoking on Saturday in the public space. Anyone who did so was seen as a kind of outsider. Despite this, I do not recall any sense of collective hostility within this small, warm space towards anyone else for religious reasons. In general, I lived in an atmosphere of flexibility with respect to religion. I do not know what form of traditionalism existed in the homes of my friends and neighbors, but in our home it was “lite” tradition: my father was among the first in town to get a truck, and we used it to travel on Saturdays, with my parents’ friends, to the sea in Ashkelon. On the one hand, we drove on Saturday, and swam and wore sleeveless shirts and short pants. On the other hand, my parents did not light a fire; they actually took the hamin [traditional Saturday slow-cooked dish] and improvised a contraption from tin, using a flame from a fire that had been started before Saturday [to uphold the prohibition against starting a fire on the Sabbath], so as to let the hamin continue stewing until Saturday afternoon.[footnoteRef:72]	Comment by merav: חמין	Comment by merav: Add something like this? [72:  Ibid.] 

The lifestyle Ilana describes resembles a cultural profile of traditionalists as presented by Yadgar and Liebman: a distinctly positive affinity for religious heritage and a selective adoption of religious precepts, without an ideological anchor. Nevertheless, the selective traditional pattern naturally did not completely resolve the tension between the local (traditional) and the national (secular). The family continued to experience dilemmas and tensions, but these were handled without bitterness or conflict. Ilana recounts that her parents came from religious families with a strong element of mysticism, which they did not discard. They were aware that the mystical element of the Moroccan religious tradition might prove to be a counterforce to pressures arising from the religious hegemony, and that this could confuse their children, whom they wanted to “shape in the image of the country.”[footnoteRef:73] They did not have a systematic doctrine for handling this tension, but they certainly tried to maneuver things in a way that would reduce their children’s exposure to the tension:  [73:  Ibid.] 

My parents came from a culture of amulets, faith in rabbis and kabbalists, and incense ceremonies of sorts. I remember when my grandmothers were alive, they would sometimes give my parents advice on these things and my parents would listen with interest. But if my parents did any of these things on their own, they were very good about hiding them from us. One time we found some sort of amulet in “cuneiform” under the mattress of one of the children, and my mother looked very embarrassed that we had found it.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Ibid.] 

 This account reveals a tension typical of life at the time, between peripheral Mizrahi culture and modernist rational secular culture, which in Eisenstadt and Deshen’s conceptualization sought to sideline the irrational elements associated with immigrant culture. The response to this tension is essentially one of compromise, which is characteristic of a culture and transition, and characteristic of the second generation of immigrants from Eastern countries. The problem is that this picture and this analysis, which are typical of modernist scholars and emerge from a macro-sociological perspective, do not capture the family narrative, or even the personal narrative (nor can they). What we need to find is the element of interpretation and dialogue – the value-added aspect that can explain a complex reality and potential change. As I will show, the interpretation that Ilana derived from the forces at work in her environment did not express a “rupture” or “gradual erosion” (to use Deshen and Eisenstadt’s terminology), but rather a proactive, self-aware, and to some degree daring and non-conformist position. Ilana Orion relates that as a child she believed in God, like many around her, but this belief was abruptly shaken by a formative experience she had as an adolescent. It was a routine school day, in the eighth grade of Ofakim’s comprehensive elementary school in the mid-1970s. She was attending a class taught by the school principal, Yaakov Kobe Blugovsky, an Ashkenazi Israeli who was not a local. Orion describes the classroom lesson, which turned out to be a life lesson: 	Comment by merav: יעקב קובה בלוגובסקי
The principal entered the class, wrote the word “faith” in large letters on the blackboard, turned to us, and requested, “Define this.” There followed a long, mumbled discussion that didn’t go anywhere, until he held his hand up in the air, in a tight fist, and said, “Faith is a situation in which I tell you that now I have a white elephant in my fist, and you are completely sure in your hearts and deep in your minds that it is so, without even asking me to open my fist and without even seeing [it].” He did not speak about God or refer to any connection to [God], but the message was clear. He was in fact asking that we not maintain a dogmatic position. His line [of thought] was not clear to everyone. I understood exactly what he meant.[footnoteRef:75] [75:  Ibid.] 

The encounter between young Ilana and the principal was in fact an encounter between the Mizrahi daughter of immigrants and a representative of the establishment, or between the modern pioneering society “seeking to create a new world,” in Eisenstadt’s words, and a representative of the old world, the object of change. In contrast to the dynamic of rupture inherent to this encounter (at least according to the modernization-secularization thesis), Ilana did not experience a rupture, but rather the opposite: enlightenment. The principal’s lesson led her to a far-reaching interpretive reorganization not shared by most of her classmates and cohort group: 
Within minutes I was freed of the concept of God. Some would pityingly say, “deprived of God.” But I felt enlightened, just like those who discover God through some transcendental experience. None of my friends were particularly impressed by this lesson. When I told them at recess, “Listen, there is no God!” they looked at me with an amused and forgiving smile – just as my parents did later that evening – and said, “It’s okay, don’t worry, this will pass.”[footnoteRef:76] [76:  Ibid.] 

Ilana internalized the idea presented by the principal and began following a new path, one that diverged sharply from the main road taken by her parents and ancestors, where belief in God was a fundamental pillar.
In the early 1990s Ilana’s family moved from the town of Ofakim to a large city, Rishon Lezion. In terms relevant to the present discussion, the family relocated from a small community of believers to a large, modern, capitalist and nearly globalized city where the element of social oversight is minimal. This process had implications for practices and religious norms at the family level, in particular because the new cultural environment operated at a different frequency relative to the cultural norms and hierarchies dominant in Ofakim. Her parents bought a kiosk in a local mall and had to work on Saturdays. Furthermore, her mother, who until then had never smoked on the Sabbath, began smoking on that day too (a shift that marked a significant turning point: as noted, the atmosphere in their original community – in Ofakim –  had conveyed a great deal of flexibility in terms of what was permissible or prohibited, but even so, certain issues, such as smoking on the Sabbath, were “out of bounds). Nevertheless, the move to the big city did not mark another stage in terms of erosion, but rather a shift that in practice translated into an oscillation of sorts, a process of ebb and flow. Her parents, however, experienced some sense of torment for having deviated from their old patterns, for which they sought forgiveness from God.[footnoteRef:77] At the same time, the latter half of the 1980s marked a new chapter for Ilana (who has since changed her last name to Orion), and this evidently galvanized the secularization process on which she had embarked some years earlier. After completing her military service, she started on an academic track that led her to develop a humanist-universalist worldview, which grew stronger over the years. She completed bachelor’s and master’s degrees (in English, Education, and Educational Administration) at Ben-Gurion University.[footnoteRef:78] In the first half of the 1990s she became active in civil society: she joined TZALASH (Young People for Equality) and, later, the Forum for Social Justice of the International Center for Peace in Tel Aviv. In time she attained a senior position in educational administration. This aspect of her life – becoming part of these organizations at an early and critical stage in her identity formation – also played a part in influencing her religious identity: in theory, these organizations do not have any explicit position on the religious identity of the recipients of their rehabilitation efforts, and in theory the question of religious faith would have no bearing on their mandate and activities. However, the philosophical, social, and cultural foundation on which they are based permeated their efforts in a way that shaped and consolidated the secular horizon that lay before Ilana Orion:	Comment by merav: וכמעט גלובלית [77:  Ibid.]  [78:  An institution that tends towards an overtly secular outlook with respect to the community at large. See Dahan, “The University and the Community.”] 

I developed a sensitivity to social justice. It stemmed from the recognition that the power structure in society is arbitrary and no higher power can justify it, aside from history and various social orders. It also stemmed from the same place that causes you to reject being treated as inferior or being guided, like a herd, towards an idea that is supposed to make you view someone else as inferior only because they belong to another group (not Jewish, not right-wing, not Polish, not “cultured,” etc.).[footnoteRef:79]	Comment by merav: בהערה כתוב "ההדגשה שלי" (והתרגום כאן בהתאם), אבל בטקסט עצמו אני לא רואה הדגשה [79:  Interview, Ilana Orion (emphasis added). ] 

The philosophy of life adopted by Ilana received social backing from her participation in such civil society organizations, whose surrounding social milieu derives from a secular, and in particular radical, cultural background – a culture that strives to moderate (and sometimes flatten) social hierarchies.[footnoteRef:80] It is safe to say that the academic and civic chapter of Ilana Orion’s life played a major part in shaping her secular identity and bears a surprising resemblance to the life story of Yehuda Allush. For Ilana, academia served as a repository of resources that allowed her to adapt a critical outlook towards various hierarchies, including and in particular against the religious and faith-based cosmology that by its nature tends to anchor social and cultural hierarchies in a vast network of religious precepts. An analysis of Ilana’s life to date indicates that two factors underpinned the secularization process she underwent: the non-conformist position of the individual, and the acquisition of a higher education that provided academic grounding for her decision. Yet this was not enough: such a secular position, no matter how well consolidated, cannot be sustained for long, as it is subject to the tension created by the cultural glue that unites members of the cohort group – family, friends, school, town. In the face of this tension Ilana posited an interesting formula: she acquired a secular worldview but limited it to the personal sphere, without extending her secular philosophy of life to the broader social and familial sphere of life. Ilana, who describes herself as a “social” type,[footnoteRef:81] sought to avoid conflict and saw the connection with her family environment as strong, organic, and important, as something for which she would make a tremendous effort, for the sake of “the people in her life”:	Comment by merav: במערכת הלכתית ענפה [80:  See Dahan, Political Cultures in Development Towns, chap. 11, pp. 129-139.]  [81:  Interview, Ilana Orion.] 

I really am not a believer, but I sing with them during the Kiddush [prayer] and read the Haggadah with them during Passover and love them with all my heart, and even though they know that I am not a believer they accept me with warmth and love. My decision to adopt traditional norms, outwardly, is a conscious choice from a place of deep longing to connect with and belong to the people in my life, and these people are connected to things that are so embedded in the collective Jewish DNA that it is impossible to not do them without paying a social or familial price…. It was clear to me that, for me, tradition stays, but without any religious directive of any sort, and only in terms of family meetings and a cultural anchor of things related to social connection, or in the field of education.[footnoteRef:82] [82:  Ibid.] 

This passage highlights a key element of any discussion surrounding the formation of religious identity: a decision to opt for secularism, certainly in the context of a traditional Mizrahi environment, entails complex social tension. Orion learned to moderate this tension by adopting a flexible approach to social-familial-cultural interfaces: disengagement from religion and tradition but not from traditionalists; disengagement from the text but not from the context. This model invites comparison to Allush’s case: both situations involve young people from a traditional Mizrahi background raised in and influenced by a home environment with a critical outlook, who undergo far-reaching changes; both refused to disengage from the immediate social environment – the traditional Mizrahi environment. However, the models they adopt differ: Ilana disengages completely from the subject matter of the religious traditional-hierarchical world, but at the social level she seamlessly integrates into her immediate environment, and even harmoniously so. Allush, in contrast, identifies with the religious and traditional hierarchy; he accepts it on a limited and critical basis that, in turn, integrates humanist and universal values, and building on this identification he struggles against social wrongs. At the social level Allush, who chose an integrative and harmonious approach to religion, finds himself in a state of tension vis-à-vis traditionalists (even though he did not abandon them, he certainly finds himself in a state of perpetual tension with them).	Comment by merav: המתגבשים בתבנית ביקורתית

D. Conclusion: Tradition and secularism among Mizrahim in Israel – General formula or individual cases?
What is the formula for understanding secularization processes, potential secularization, and general changes in religious identity on the part of Israelis from a Mizrahi background? The first part of this essay presented three approaches that seek to answer this question: the modernization approach, the radical approach, and the cultural interpretive approach. To these I added a fourth approach based on a synthesis between the social structure and the human agent, between the general story (national history and Mizrahi history) and the personal story, or between collective memory and individual memory. In the second part I presented two biographies that I analyzed in accordance with this integrative approach. Ilana Orion and Yehuda Allush are young Israelis of Mizrahi heritage who grew up in a religious or traditional environment and later underwent some degree of secularization, or, more precisely, developed some distance from and criticism towards the environment from which they came: Orion developed a critical and rejectionist view of religion and tradition; Allush developed a critical view of the religious establishment and of the prevalent norms among religious and traditional members of his cohort group. Admittedly, Orion’s and Allush’s life stories do not represent the collective life story of Mizrahim; nevertheless, they embody the constellation of forces and influences characteristic of many young Mizrahim (peripheral social status, a traditional or religious childhood environment against the background of general modernization and/or globalization trends). The biographical surveys lead to a decisive conclusion: behind the secularization, or more specifically the potential secularization, there are vast networks of influence, primarily including modernization processes that manifest in the form of various figures and institutions: Allush and Orion each had an intensive reciprocal interaction with a university – an institution of tremendous influence that appears to serve as the spearhead and embodiment of the core values of modernism and enlightenment; their activities in this context led them to engage in an interpretive reorganization, after which they adopted a critical stance towards their place of origin. This dynamic shines a spotlight on education (and social status in general) as a key element to understanding the formative process, or process of change, of religious identity. Empirically, a significant portion of the Mizrahi population in Israel, especially among its religious and traditional sectors, is concentrated in the lower classes, particularly in terms of the parameters of academic education. This matter is not completely detached from the question of religious identity. At the theoretical and logical level, the causal connection between the two (social class and religious identity) may be formulated as follows: the inferior status of Mizrahim, on the educational ladder, keeps them apart from both secular culture and religious orthodox culture (and places them in the traditionalist category); indeed, limited knowledge and poor abstraction capabilities undermine the ability to adopt a critical stance towards religion in its popular and manipulative manifestation, which over the past generation has become increasingly tailored to the proletariat. Borrowing Uri Ram’s formulation, being of lower class makes the Mizrahim “easy prey” for religious and clerical groups. Reciprocally, a Mizrahi with a low level of education would also have a hard time fitting into orthodox culture because he would not grasp the essence of religious law, which by its nature is abstract and multilayered, whereas he is only equipped to understand its concrete derivations. Accordingly, he will naturally adopt the concrete derivations, selectively opting for the most prominent ones; he will manage his life with “inconsistency.”[footnoteRef:83] In fact, it is quite natural that he will be “traditional.” Examining the issue from this angle, the sociological angle, suggests one possibility, albeit a limited one, for cautiously yet assertively formulating a generalization based on some degree of logic behind the formative mechanism of religious/secular identity, as follows: the existential status of young Israelis from a Mizrahi background during the 2000s almost inevitably embodies conflict. These are individuals whose habitat, whose place of origin – the popular, traditional, lower-class neighborhood (their source of identification and belonging) – is in a state of tension as a matter of principle with another cultural infrastructure within which and from which they emerged as university graduates (that is, as rational, critical individuals). This tension carries the potential for secularization, and certainly for alienation from their habitat. Of course, mobility and higher education do not necessarily dictate an irreversible shift towards secularism. Definitely not. However, in a theoretical, logical sense, the broad and in-depth perspective that is usually the purview of university graduates places these young people in a position that is critical towards religion in its popular and manipulative form. If we adhere to this analytical dialectic, we draw an interesting conclusion: paradoxically, the leading cause of secularization among young educated Mizrahim is actually the dominance of religious culture, certainly in its popular and manipulative format, which according to various sociologists and anthropologists is the predominant environment in development towns, lower-class neighborhoods, and suburbs with relatively strong concentrations of first-, second-, and third-generation Mizrahim in Israel of the 2000s.[footnoteRef:84]	Comment by merav: מעמד	Comment by merav: פותח לפנינו אפשרות מוגבלת אמנם, לנסח בזהירות ובתקיפות הכללה, היגיון מסוים מאחורי מיכניזם עיצוב הזהות הדתית/חילונית באופן הבא [83:  Social psychologist Carl Frankenstein identifies a series of salient characteristics in the culture of poverty (in its psycho-social definition: a tendency towards externalization, alienation of the individual from himself and his environment), which can also explain the general characteristics of the traditionalist (ambivalence, fluidity, and flexibility): “lack of clarity surrounding values,” “low abstraction capability,” “adherence to the familiar and the concrete,” “inability to understand the internal logic and internal order of phenomena,” and “inability to make a multisystem causal connection.” See Frankenstein, Externalization.]  [84:  Leon, “The Mass Assembly”; Bilu, The Saints’ Impresarios.] 

On the face of it, these contextual explanations, which claim to be universally valid (as posited by Eisenstadt, Deshen, Ram, and Shenhav), establish the validity of the structural approaches, while at the same time casting the cultural interpretive explanations (as posited by Yadgar and Liebman) in a problematic light: How can the Mizrahim be presumed to be “individual” and “informed” voters whose decision is based on “free choice” if one ignores the class, cultural, and political context?[footnoteRef:85] 	Comment by merav: כיצד ניתן להניח את המזרחים כבוחרים "אינדיבידואליים", "מודעים" שהכרעתם נעוצה ב"בחירה עצמאית", בהתעלם מההקשר המעמדי, התרבותי והפוליטי? [85:  It should be emphasized that “context” is meant not only in the conservative sense, that is, as a neutral working environment with various constraints and limitations, but also as an area in which there are stakeholders. That is, the question of religious identity is not detached from politics in the sense of an arena of struggle and as a means of recruiting resources for the sake of interests. Accordingly, one might say, at least in an intuitive logical sense, that this factor – a traditional Mizrahi public without a higher education – is not a neutral factor, and is not free of stakeholders interested in preserving it, or even enhancing it, in order to reinforce their own stronghold and status. ] 

Nevertheless, such textual explanations are correct to a point: the abovementioned hypotheses (education = secularization; education = orthodoxization) are devoid of meaning if we do not take into account the individual interpretive element. As noted, the structural explanations (modernization theory and the radical approach) adopt universal principles and ignore the world of knowledge, experience, and the particular history of the group. Eisenstadt, Deshen, Ram, and Shenhav view processes such as modernization, nation-building, globalization, and historical power struggles as if they were tectonic movements that crushed and obliterated individual interpretation and micro-level social and cultural systems: family, neighborhood, community, school. Life stories such as those of Allush and Orion teach us, however, that general explanations of this sort actually become worthless if we ignore the specific community and family context; had they not been born to parents who identified strongly with modern values, it is quite possible that Ilana and Yehuda would not have drifted towards potentially secularizing social settings; Allush’s biography reveals that to appreciate his inclination towards an egalitarian outlook (in a manner that counters religious hierarchy) one must examine his father’s interesting background; similarly, his entry into academia cannot be regarded as a sufficient condition for secularization, because Allush attended not “just any university” (not that any university can be considered “just any university”!), but an institution with various divisions that are steeped in an intellectual climate the very essence of which is aimed at flattening the religious, national, and ethnic hierarchies. Orion’s decision to abandon faith in God cannot be understood without referring to an interesting station in her life’s journey: her encounter with the school’s principal, and in particular her interpretation of it. Allush and Orion, like any free person, operated not only as social agents but also as human agents (autonomous and aware in the given context) who sought to imbue significance, interpret, and make decisions on an independent basis. Interpretation is the added value at the foundation of change; it also explains (among other factors) the variance among Mizrahim in terms of placement on Israel’s identity checkerboard: traditional, secular, ultra-orthodox, national-religious, and so on. The “surprising” data from the micro-sociological and individual-interpretive field reinforce the validity of the cultural interpretive approach as presented in the works of Leon, Yadgar, and Liebman. The structural and cultural explanations do not exclude one another. It is appropriate to explain the religious identity of Mizrahim in Israel (and in general) in a dualistic manner: their identity derives from the general story (national, ethnic, environmental, etc.) as well as the individual story; from structure as well as interpretation; from macro-forces as well as micro-forces; from interests as well as values. That is, any future discussion about the dynamics that shape the identity of Israelis from a Mizrahi background must take into account the element of interpretation and choice. Although the combination of socio-cultural characteristics discussed above has the potential to drive young Mizrahim away, towards secularism, at the same time it also makes possible a number of scenarios that could lead to the formation of either a religious or a secular identity: the assimilation of young Mizrahim into the familiar secular Israeli model is a possibility, pure traditionalism (comprising popular elements) is a possibility, and the consolidation of a new cultural identity that draws from both of those is a possibility. The question of which model emerges in practice will be determined by the interpretive element and the identity of the actors. 
