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Introduction
The Hebrew Language in the Era of Globalization

Nava Nevo and Elite Olshtain

The maiden we call Hebrew

is the youngest born in a very good family.
Her problem, though: she messes around.
Every day it’s another story.

You can’t rely on her,

her word carries no weight.

She’s not even pretty:

she’s got acne, large feet,

is loud and stubborn as a mule.

And what’s worse:

she won’t give in to those

who want to stifle her unruly voice

and bury her, respectfully,

in the ancestral tomb.

Dan Pagis, A Linguistic Problem?!

The collection of articles in this volume of the Studiesin Jewish Education
series is largely based on lectures given at an international conference
convened in September 2004 by the Melton Centre for Jewish Education
of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Department for Jewish
Zionist Education of the Jewish Agency.

The conference theme was “Language in the Era of Globalization: The
Place of the Hebrew Language Today.”

1  This poem by Dan Pagis was translated from the Hebrew by Tsipi Keller and is part
of the posthumous collection, Last Poems, published by the Quarterly Review of
Literature (QRL) in 1992, Poetry Series XI, Volume xxxi. Reproduced by permission
of Ms. Tsipi Keller.
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The overall effect of the processes underway in today’s world turns
it into a “global village” in a broad sweep of arenas: Economy, poli-
tics, society, culture, communications, and language. These worldwide
processes are bridging geographical distance, enabling communication
across borders and reducing cultural gaps between diverse groups: Cloth-
ing, food, movies, and musical compositions are becoming universally
familiar. The world is undergoing a “process of coalescence.” In the
linguistic domain, we are witnessing the takeover of the English language,
which has in practice become the world’s “lingua franca.” Knowledge
of English is most important to the functioning of the modern world.
Most languages today borrow words and phrases from English, in both
their written and spoken expressions, including languages once known
for their insularity, such as French.3

Israeli society is also being inundated by trends that are influenced
by globalization processes, and with them the Hebrew language is also
changing. There are those who support a multilingual policy in Israel, i.e.,
a solid status for Hebrew and a high degree of competence in English,
Arabic, and other languages.* This conception views language acquisition
as a tool for developing communicative skills, and as contributing to
cultural pluralism. On the other hand, others point to the threat to
local languages, such as Hebrew, as a result of the spread of English
predominance. The danger lies in a change in attitudes towards Hebrew,
in Israel as well as in the Diaspora: A lack of respect by Israel’s
Hebrew-speaking population towards its language; a self-deprecating
attitude in the face of the English language (especially its American
version) and its culture; unrefined speech and “meager” language in
literature; and alienation from authentic Hebrew sources resulting in an
identity that is increasingly estranged from its roots, particularly among
adolescents and young adults.®

2 7mnxn oan~ is the name that Prof. Anita Shapira gave to this phenomenon in her
2004 President’s Circle for the Diaspora lecture on the subject of “Jewish Culture in
a Global World.”

3 Ben-Rafael, M., in a lecture on June 4, 2006 at the fifth conference of the Israeli
Association for the Study of Language and Society, The Open University, Ra’anana.

4 See Spolsky, B. & Shohamy, E. (1999). The Languages of Israel: Palicy, Ideology
and Practice, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, p. 256.

5  See Schwarzwald, O. (2005). “Reflections of Language through Current Generation
—On the Relationship Between Social Aspects and Aspects of the Hebrew Language”
(Hebrew), Panim, 33, pp. 4-14. Concern about the fate of the Hebrew language
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Although the hegemony of the Hebrew language that characterized the
ideology of the early pioneers has faded, Hebrew today functions in Israel
as a complete language, serving its speakers like any other fir st language
in its homeland — in academia, the written press, literature, poetry, the
Internet, the cinema, and the street. It is fast-changing, expanding and
embracing words and expressions not found in dictionaries of the past,
as opposed to the new Hebrew dictionaries.® Perhaps the very fact that
up-to-date dictionaries are not reluctant to include popular expressions
and slang is indicative of modern Hebrew’s established status today.
Even unique groups in Israeli society, such as foreign workers, acquire
Israeli Hebrew informally as a valuable tool that enables them to survive
on an everyday basis, to cope on the job market, and to communicate
with Israelis.” Our concern is not only with the communicative aspect of
Hebrew as a first language: Research in the Israeli context also addresses
its classical expression and the relationship between the modern language
and Jewish sources, drawing on the language of the Bible, of the Sages,
and of other theological texts.®

Another way in which Hebrew appears in Israel is as a second language
for olim (immigrants) and minority groups living in Israel. It includes both
language competence, i.e., lexical and grammatical knowledge, as well as
pragmatic competence, i.e., the appropriate use of language in different
social circumstances. Motivation to learn Hebrew as a second language
is likely to vary among different population groups: For non-Jewish

in the wake of globalization and the spread of English was also expressed by the
Hebrew Language Academy on “Language Day” at the Israeli Knesset on January
4, 2005. On the influence of foreign languages on Hebrew, see also the articles of
Schwarzwald, Ben-Rafael, Rosenthal, and Ganiel in this volume.

6  See Nir’sarticle in this volume.

7  See Donitza-Schmidt, S., Golan, R., & Olshtain, E. (2001). “The Language of
Foreign Workers” (Hebrew), O. (Rodrigue) Schwarzwald & R. Nir (Eds.), Sudiesin
Hebrew Language Teaching in Honor of Ben-Zion Fischler, Even Yehuda: Reches,
pp. 35-74.

8  See for example the research by Fischler, B. Z. (1995). “The Voice of the People
is the Woice of God [Vox populi vox Dei] (interim conclusion)” (Hebrew), O.
(Rodrigue) Schwarzwald & Y. Shlesinger (Eds.), Hadassah Kantor Jubilee Book:
Language Research Papers, Ramat Gan: Chen (Eitan), pp. 143-160; Shlesinger, Y.
(1995). “From Sacred to Secular: A Study in the Writing of a Religious Author”
(Hebrew), (in Rodrigue Schwartzwald & Shlesinger, op. cit.), pp. 215-227; as well
as the articles by Obler and Ross in this volume.
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minority groups, the motivation is instrumental for functional needs such
as work, study, communication with local institutions, and so forth. On
the other hand, olim who aim to become an integral part of the Israeli
people, to sense Jewish group affiliation and identification with national
values will also have integrative motivation.

Yet another way of presenting Hebrew is as a heritage language
— studying Hebrew as a national, social, and cultural value in the
worldwide Jewish Diaspora, by fostering Jewish cultural identity in the
language of origin. In this respect, the question arises as to whether
the teaching of Hebrew in the Diaspora should be based on a view
that sees it as a heritage language only, or whether it is justified to
teach Israeli Hebrew as a language of communication, and if so, what
balance should be struck between the two approaches. The curricula in
this volume represent a variety of emphases, reflecting this dilemma:
“TaL AM” seeks to combine the two types of Hebrew, while “Nitzanim,”
“Chaverim be-lvrit” and “NETA” espouse living, contemporary Hebrew
with a cultural emphasis. It would appear that, in practice, the type
of Hebrew taught is determined primarily pursuant to the ideological
orientation of the various denominations and the needs of any given
community. An additional issue which is controversial in the Diaspora
concerns the language of prayer. Among other changes it has instituted,
the Reform Movement of Judaism seeks to hold prayers in the vernacular,
whereas Orthodox rabbis fear that rejection of prayers in Hebrew as a
unifying factor will lead to a loosening of the bond among Jews in the
world, a breakaway from heritage, and a form of Judaism stripped of its
original culture and devoid of religious national uniqueness.®

Whether Hebrew is a first language along with foreign languages,
serves as a second language alongside a variety of first languages, or is
studied as a heritage language, what is involved is an aspiration (for a
variety of reasons) to achieve a state of bilingualism or multilingualism
on some level or another.10

This volume has two parts, one in English and the other in Hebrew, each
sub-divided into three parallel sections consisting of articles and abstracts

9 Federbusch, S. “Heritage Through Generations or Judaism in Translation? On the
Reform” (Hebrew), Shana Be-Shana, 1967, Internet site http://www.daat.ac.il.
10 See the article by Nevo and Olshtain in this volume on the characteristics of the
phenomenon of bilingualism.
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organized thematically. Articles written in English have abstracts in
Hebrew, and vice versa.

The first section of both the English and Hebrew parts focuses
on the Hebrew language from cultural, social, and linguistic perspec-
tives. Ben-Rafael discusses the contemporary reality of what he calls
a “Transnational Diaspora,” stemming from the changing dynamics
of reciprocal Israel-Diaspora relations: In this reality, Israeli Hebrew’s
arena has expanded and (together with other cultural elements) has
become a pan-Jewish symbol, studied as the primary Jewish language
at schools and constituting a culturally-unifying factor for Israeli and
Diaspora Jewry. This has occurred despite linguistic and communicative
differences between Israeli Hebrew and that of the various Diaspora
communities.

In relation to the issue of Hebrew in the Diaspora, Bar-Asher dis-
cusses the teaching of the Hebrew language in European and American
university departments of Jewish Studies and Theology. He contends
that the teaching of Classical Hebrew must take precedence over that of
Modern Hebrew, not only because this is a pragmatic need within these
academic settings, but also because Classical Hebrew provides a solid
preparatory infrastructure for studying Modern Hebrew.

As far as Classical Hebrew is concerned, Obler examines the afore-
mentioned dilemma regarding the language of prayer for non-Hebrew
speakers. She highlights the advantages of each approach — prayers
in Hebrew and prayers in the vernacular — and outlines the solution
developed by the Reform Jewish community in order to open the gates
of prayer to a varied congregation of worshippers. This solution uses
both Hebrew with its broad gamut of meanings and interpretations, and
the vernacular to enable worshippers to understand what is being said.

A classical text might raise linguistic and hence also content-related
difficulties for modern readers who are unaccustomed to a linguis-
tic register that involves unfamiliar vocabulary as well as unfamiliar
sentence formulations. Ross addresses these difficulties in relation to
rabbinical Hassidic texts, and suggests a pedagogical method for tackling
linguistic and cultural obstacles: Presenting the original Hassidic source
in conjunction with a modern literary text inspired by it and written by
a new narrator, a text that constitutes a “reworking” of the rabbinical
source.

Many changes have taken place in contemporary Hebrew compared
to its classical-period counterpart. This is true, for example, of word
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order and of new meanings ascribed to existing words. New words have
been coined, words and expressions have been borrowed or translated
from other languages, and the Hebrew linguistic pool has changed
its nature. The article by Rodrigue Schwarzwald links the domains of
language and society by pointing to changes that have taken place in both
linguistic aspects — phonological, morphological, syntactic, lexical, and
semantic — and non-linguistic aspects of contemporary Hebrew. These
are primarily ascribed to the influence of foreign languages and cultures
that have permeated Hebrew. Up-to-date Hebrew dictionaries indeed
reflect these changes. Nir’s article focuses on the changes that have
taken place in Modern Hebrew lexicology, largely in terms of approach
— from canonical to descriptive. This change in approach manifests
itself in the choice of linguistic pool included in the dictionaries and
in the formulation of definitions. Definitions are based on pragmatic
socio-linguistic considerations in terms of extent and circumstances of
use in diverse social contexts and by various sub-groups in the population.
Considerations of this kind take into account the target audience of
Hebrew dictionaries in general, as well as the specific needs of those for
whom Hebrew is not their dominant language.

Foreign language speakers are capable of achieving a reasonable
linguistic level in Hebrew in terms of everyday communication needs
following a fairly short exposure time. Difficulties arise when it comes
to academic language for educational purposes. Research carried out by
Levin, Shohamy and Inbar, involving a nationwide sample of schools,
looked at the achievements in the field of instructional-academic Hebrew
language on the part of Israeli-born students and of immigrant students
from the Former Soviet Union and from Ethiopia. They found that it took
some five to eleven years in Israel for immigrant students to reach the
level of achievement of Israeli-born students. These findings highlight
the need to adopt a policy specifically designed to reduce the gap between
the achievements of the majority group and those of minority groups.

A policy fostering the academic Hebrew of immigrants does not mean
eliminating the linguistic “baggage” that these groups bring with them
from their countries of origin. In Israel, as a country that absorbs immigra-
tion, we have a majority language — Hebrew — alongside which function a
variety of minority languages. This reality occupies researchers, teachers,
and parents in relation to situations of bilingualism or multilingualism.
Nevo and Olshtain present the phenomenon of bilingualism as a relative
matter, i.e., varying degrees of speakers’ abilities measured according to
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two indices: knowledge and use of the two languages. They propose a
model for a language policy that will meet the needs of a multilingual and
multicultural society such as Israel. This model may be implemented in
programs that provide native Hebrew speakers and speakers of minority
languages living in Israel with fully proficient language skills in Hebrew;
in programs that furnish speakers of Hebrew with a threshold level of
proficiency in foreign languages; and in programs suited to bilingual
education, which allow speakers of other languages to maintain their
language of origin. Blum-Kulka discusses the theoretical infrastructure
and didactic principles of two linguistic education programs aiming at
full proficiency not only in the language but also in Hebrew culture:
A program of linguistic education in Hebrew as a first language —
language, literature and culture (2003), and a program for teaching
Hebrew as a second language to immigrant children (in progress). Both
programs are based on a functional linguistic approach that relates to
all language components and strives to develop linguistic knowledge
and communicative competence in Hebrew, both as a first and a second
language, a competence that is embedded in pragmatics and discourse
analysis. The organizing principle of both programs stresses the need
for learners to experience different discourse worlds and varied spoken
and written textual genres, whereas the program of Hebrew as a second
language recognizes the value of multiculturalism and takes into account
the immigrant child’s need for support in the process of acquiring a new
language.

The second section presents new curricula for teaching Hebrew in the
Diaspora from early childhood to junior- and senior-high school classes,
as well as for teaching the language in Israel’s Arab sector. Two curricula
are proposed for teaching Hebrew in early childhood in the Diaspora:
“TaL AM” and “Nitzanim.” Shimon and Peerless ascribe the motivation
to develop the “TaL AM” program to the need to strengthen the Hebrew
language at a time when globalization processes are conferring dominant
status on English. The program is based on the premise that a combination
of language and culture strengthens the acquisition of the language on the
one hand, while forging a bond between the learner and Jewish heritage
and culture, the Jewish people, and Jewish identity from a young age, on
the other. Hence, the authors note that the program focuses on teaching
Hebrew as a communicative language together with Jewish Studies.
According to Nevo, the “Nitzanim” program was developed in response
to the decline both in the status of the Hebrew language in the Diaspora
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and in motivation to study it. Her article stresses recognition of the need
to expose learners, from early childhood on, with positive experiences
that will create a sense of fondness for the language, and will provide
them with content and language skills attuned to their needs as children
per se, and as Jewish children. The “Chaverim be’lvrit” program for
elementary schools is designed to teach the spoken and written language.
The authors, Owen, Baras and Ben-Ari, see the program’s central goals
as the acquisition of communicative skills, exposure to the culture and
way of life of Israeli children, and familiarization with Jewish texts.
Kabliner’s article presents the “NETA” junior- and senior-high school
program, which is also based on varied materials from a range of different
areas — history, Judaism, daily life, and others — and addresses various
questions that are of concern to teachers before and after applying the
program.

Although not all of these programs share the same approach and basic
outlook, common to all is the awareness of using Hebrew as a tool for
promoting the communicative language, together with nurturing Jewish
identity and culture.

While Hebrew in the Diaspora has the characteristics both of a “foreign
language” (inasmuch as the macro-environment does not function in it),
and also of a “second language” (being used in the Jewish micro-
environment in schools, synagogues, summer camps, and so on), for
learners of Hebrew in the Arab sector in Israel, it is a “second language”
par excellence. It has contextual support in the macro-environment, and
learners have need of it in a range of different life domains. The new
curriculum for the Arab sector that is presented in Watad’s article is
characterized by an emphasis on the acquisition of communicative and
pragmatic skills. Like the curricula discussed above, this program is also
based on the assumption that language and culture are closely related.
Hence, the program includes texts from Hebrew literature, which serve
as a bridge to Hebrew culture and enable learners to understand the
language on a higher level.

The third section presents personal reflections on the current state and
future of Hebrew within and outside of Israel, in light of discussions at
the roundtable session of our 2004 conference which addressed language
policy issues. Albeit that Hebrew is a living, “breathing” language, the
authors in this section express their concerns about its future, both in
Israel and in the Diaspora. Rosenthal expresses alarm about “Israeli
Hebrew” as spoken by people living in Israel. The fear is that that
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language will become shallow as a result of the disappearance of various
components in the lexical, grammatical, and phonetic domains, primarily
in spoken language. This state of affairs may have an influence on
Hebrew in the wider world, again leading to a perception of Hebrew as
a holy language only. Bouganim’s article echoes Rosenthal’s fears that
Hebrew will be seen as a language of worship and points to the current
retreat of Hebrew as a spoken language in the Diaspora, and to the
existence of a crisis in Hebrew instruction as part of different processes
in the era of globalization. His article offers a conceptual approach to
Hebrew that is based on one or more of the following components:
Encouraging multilingualism and multiculturalism, fostering Hebrew-
language communication among Jews, and experiencing Hebrew as a
symbolic language. Deitcher, too, examines the deteriorated status of
Hebrew in Jewish education in the Diaspora, identifying a humber of
contributing factors embedded in one of Schwab’s four commonplaces
— the “milieu.” Hebrew is no longer perceived as a socio-cultural means
of communication among Jews worldwide; in the non-English speaking
world, in which study of English is seen as having greater practical
value and the overall time allocated to Jewish Studies is limited, Hebrew
is not granted a high position in the communal set of priorities; and
affiliation to Israel is not necessarily part of the Jewish identity of
Diaspora Jews. Hence, the study of Hebrew is not considered essential.
Deitcher concludes that in order to empower the state of Hebrew in
Diaspora Jewish life, issues such as these concerning the overall Jewish
milieu must first be addressed. Ganiel also expresses concern about the
levels both of knowledge and of teaching Hebrew in the Diaspora, noting
in particular the absence of suitable infrastructure, personnel problems,
lack of appropriate curricula, and, above all, institutions that do not place
the promotion of Hebrew high on their scale of priorities.

One of the central goals that we have tried to achieve through the
conference and the preparation of this volume is to bring a range of
issues related to Hebrew in Israel and in the Diaspora to center stage.
These two contexts nourish one another, despite their different goals and
needs. Hebrew in the Diaspora draws on cultural sources in Israel, while
Israeli Hebrew is influenced by the languages and mores of the Jewish
Diaspora. The Hebrew language can therefore serve as a bridging and
unifying force for all communities in the Jewish world.
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