Jew or Hebrew?
The Redefinition of Identity in Zionist Education

[bookmark: _GoBack]The birth of the Zionist movement at the end of the nineteenth century revolutionized Jewish identity. A people scattered throughout the world,  made up of religious communities characterized by shared faith and ritual, having experienced a taste of Emancipation which did not, however, succeed in erasing the bitterness of antisemitism, now sought to define itself as a nation in the modern sense, with a language, a country, and political independence. The Zionist thinkers thus ushered into being a new era symbolized by the New Man, the antithesis of the exilic Jew—not a puny, sickly, over-intellectual scholar lacking bodily strength, but a strong, muscular pioneer engaged in agricultural activity. Zionist education thus inculcated a true return to nature, in a literal as well as a symbolic sense: a new man returning to his ancestral land, once again speaking the language of his forefathers and rejecting intellectual activity in favor of physical labor. As against the concept of a progress from nature to culture, as in Claude Lévi-Strauss's symbolism of “the raw and the cooked,” a Zionist philosopher like Aaron David Gordon could propose moving in the opposite direction: abandoning books and Talmudic studies to wield a pickaxe in the Judean hills. In this new concept of identity, the return to nature required religious identity to be refashioned as cultural identity. The exilic Jew was a follower of the Jewish religion based on rabbinic literature, regarded as the essence of Judaism. The Zionist Jew exemplified a return to a natural way of being that preceeded the Jewish religion. This complex dynamic played with time and semantics: tomorrow's Israeli must be different from the Jew of today and instead revert to the Hebrew of yesterday. This new ethos is present in educational manuals, used in schools, promoting the Zionist message as well as in many publications of an informal educational character (produced for youth movements, agricultural communities, etc.), but, as in all texts of an educational kind, what goes unsaid is as important as what is stated explicitly. Paradoxically, the New Man drew his inspiration not from nature as such, but from the revealed Bible, the book of the covenant. In order to do so, the “religious” Bible was de-sacralized, its prescriptive character limited, its historical narrative interpreted in a nationalist light, and its moral significance connected to universal values. The return to nature was thus really a reinterpretation of the founding text of the people of Israel, the Bible. The Bible, taught at the beginning of the twentieth century as the basis of identity, is still today compulsory throughout the Israeli educational system. It continues to symbolize the dialectic of the return to nature in Zionist thought.

Jewor Hebrew?

“The Redetnion o ety i Zionst Educaton

e S ———Y

e i, 1 ik e s s, g,
T ——
e New . et o e i st o, sk el b ek
ol g, g, st s e g i Zoit b s
oo kM. Ao g h et of e st i, 1 0 s L
T —

T —
o et e Jwsh e, T ol o e e et

R
bt gty Faisialy e New o v s ctin ot o e
i g st e o . h B, g e g i
oty e b of oy, 0 oy oty emghot he s i e




