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Introduction

Every Language is 3 ireasury of national energy. The chronicles of the nation, not
just the annals recorded for memory but the feelings, the desires, and the life events of
every individual-all those live and exist forever in the language. Hence, every language
has its own atmosphere, and a person cannot learn a new language that doesn’t influence
his spirit.

Excerpted from translation of “Language Insomnia” (1918) by Rachel Katznelson in Language in
the Time of Revolution.!

It is hard to imagine the existence of Jews or Judaism without the Hebrew
language. Hebrew was the spoken language of the Jewish people in its ancient 6rigins in
the land of Israel. Hebrew has served as the lens through which the Jewish people
experienced God in the world, and recorded that experience through its holiest texts.
During the long history of the Diaspora with the many vernacular languages that Jews
spoke, Jews never abandoned the Hebrew langauge. Throughout Jewish history Hebrew
persists as a medium to bind Jews to one another, to connect Jews to their past and
national homeland, and to ensure a future as a means of accessing and creating Jewish
culture.

This thesis starts with the assumption that Hebrew is an integral component of
what it means to be Jewish. Jewish identity, itself, is profoundly affected by whether

Hebrew knowledge is present or absent. Therefore, the question that follows is: how

does Hebrew language influence Jewish identity? This is a very broad question whose
answer depends on the context. What kind of Hebrew? From which time period? In

which country? For the purposes of my study, I will focus this question on the period

! Benjamin Harshav, Language in the Time of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993) 186.




during the last decade of the 19" century and the first decade of the twentieth century in
Eastern Europe.

During this time period, Jewish identity was in the midst of a major reorientation.
Jews began to have access to citizenship in modem nation-states, and could choose the
extent to which they would continue to associate with the Jewish community. At the
same time, the age old European Christian prejudice and hatred of the Jews was
beginning to change into a more virulent strain known as modern Anti-Semitism. All
around the Jews in Europe other minorities began to claim their own national distinction
and right to be recognized as a separate nation, each on its own ancestral land with its
own language.

As Jews in Europe negotiated what Jewish identity would mean in this new era,
they did so with particular attention to their own national character and linguistic
heritage. During these two decades in particular, a significant amount of writing and

thinking sprouted up surrounding both the weakness of the Jewish nation and the

deterioration of the Hebrew language. Aétivity surrounding the revival of Hebrew was

intimately related to the rise of Jewish nationalism and Zionism. In spite of the diverse
streams of thinking within Zionism itself, the relationship between the national collective
and its language was inextricably intertwined. Many Zionists and others who advocated
for the recognition of a national Jewish body understood Hebrew as a core ingredient of
raising national consciousness.

I will address the way in which three Hebrew revivalists understood the
relationship between a rejuvenated, modernized Hebrew, and Jewish national

consciousness. | will analyze how each of these individuals, Ahad Ha-Am, Micha Yosef




Berdichevsky, and Hayim Nahman Bialik articulated the necessity of Hebrew language in
forming the identity of the modern Jewish nation. I will illustrate how each of them
described the struggle and challenges of raising up a national language that lacked a
continuous and unfettered development in a natural homeland for generations. Each
chapter will focus on one of these three prominent Hebraists. My study is not exhaustive,
but I have chosen one representative essay by each of these individuals and analyzed it in
depth to suggest a general trajectory of their thought. Thus, I will introduce general
themes and tendencies that each of these three Hebraists represent. I precede my analysis
of Ahad Ha-Am, Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, and Hayim Nahman Bialik with a chapter
that outlines the historical milieu out of which the Hebrew movement grew as well as a
summary of the development of 19" and early 20" century Hebrew literature.

I chose to consider Ahad Ha-Am, Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, and Hayim
Nahman Bialik because each of them was well known within the Hebrew movement,
Zionism, and Jewish nationalism. Their work influenced thousands in their own
generation and generations following who aimed to build up 'Am Yisr ‘ael, Medinat
Yisr'ael, and the Hebrew language. Each of these individuals thought deeply about the
issue of language in general and how it relates to the identity of members of a nation.
They specifically considered the relationship between Hebrew and the Jewish people as
well as the relationship between Hebrew and individual Jews. Ahad Ha-Am, Micha
Yosef Berdichevsky, and Hayim Nahman Bialik also embody a unique blend of Jewish
and Western learning. Each of them was a master of Jewish texts and had the full

spectrum of the Jewish canon at their finger tips. At the same time, they developed a

profound knowledge of contemporary Western thought. In this way they succeeded in




bringing traditional Jewish learning into conversation with modemity as they struggled to
carve out space for a new Jewish identity.

Within the context of a thesis that explores the revival of Hebrew, one might
expect to find an analysis of Eliezar Ben-Yehudah, the proverbial father of modern
Hebrew. A word about the absence of Ben-Yehudah is warranted. In the mythology of
the founding of the State of Israel, Ben-Yehudah has come to symbolize Hebrew revival,
but many scholars question whether he was much more than a symbol. Perhaps Ben-
Yehudah’s greatest attribute is that he took extraordinary steps to live out his belief in the

revival of Hebrew and in the return of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel. He moved

to Palestine in 1881, and vowed to speak only Hebrew. He edited a dictionary and

newspaper, and coined many new words. Because he was a man of action, it is of little
wonder that he has been memorialized in the psyche of popular Israeli culture. Yet,
many scholars of Ben-Yehudah, such as Jack Fellman, do not see Ben-Yehudah as a
central influence in creating a Hebrew society. Much of that work occurred in thé
agricultural settlements, and especially through the influence of the Second Aliyah (1904-
1914).2 While Ben-Yehudah was a man of action, he was not a man of deep thought.

The theoretical writings of Ahad Ha-Am, Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, and Hayim
Nahman Bialik on the Hebrew language and Jewish national consciousness are far more

useful in quality and quantity than the formal thought of Ben-Yehudah.®

% Nahum M, Waldman, “The Recent Study of Hebrew: A Survey of the Literature with Selected
Bibliography,” Bibliographica Judaica 10, ed. Herbert C. Zafren (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press,
1989) 221.

3 Nahum M. Waldman, “The Recent Study of Hebrew: A Survey of the Literature with Selected
Bibliography,” Bibliographica Judaica 10, ed. Herbert C. Zafren (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press,
1989) 223,




There is one more rationale behind the choice of the principle subjects for this
thesis and the exclusion of Ben-Yehudah. Ben-Yehudah moved to the Land of Israel
early in his career. Ahad Ha’am and Bialik settled in Palestine quite late in their
respective careers, and Berdichevsky never left Europe. All three of these figures wrote
passionately about Hebrew and Jewish return to the Land of Israel, and yet they lived and
wrote in Europe. This adds to their complexity and to the richness of their theoretical
essays. Each of them had deep roots in Europe even as they whole heartedly embraced
Hebrew and a national homeland in the Land of Israel. They lived in the gray spaces
between Jewish culture and European culture, Hebrew and European languages, Diaspora
and return to the Land of Israel, exile and redemption. Nonetheless, they exemplified
how Hebrew informed their own sense of Jewish identity and national consciousness, and
one might suggest, implicitly communicated the centrality of Hebrew for Jews
everywhere,

In the conclusion of this thesis, I will reflect on why the thought of Ahad Ha’am,
Berdichevsky, and Bialik remains relevant today when one considers Jewish identity and
Jewish national consciousness. My conclusion will likely raise more questions than it

can answer in the pages of this thesis, but my intention is that these questions will be a

guide through my rabbinate as [ grapple with issues of Hebrew language and Jewish

identity. I hope that these questions and reflections will help me move Hebrew to the
center of Jewish life in the communities in which I serve as rabbi, and I hope that anyone
who stumbles across this thesis will find my representation of the thought of Ahad

Ha’am, Berdichevsky, and Bialik relevant to their own Jewish exploration. I hope that it




will spur greater awareness of the importance of Hebrew in the life of "Am Yisr'ael, and

more specifically, in the life of American Jewry.




Chapter 1
The World of the Hebrew Renaissance and Revival

Introduction

If the thought and project of the Hebrew renaissance is to be understood, it must
be contextualized in the milieu of the transformations of Europe in the 18" and 19"
centuries. The world and atmosphere of modernization acted as the fertile foundation out
of which Hebrew revitalization grew. The following chapter will sketch a picture of that
world, and explore the environment and influences that shaped the individuals who
sought to expand the Hebrew language. In particular it will introduce ideas and themes to
which the primary subjects of this thesis, Ahad Ha-Am, Micha Yosef Beridchevsky, and

Hayim Nahman Bialik, respond and grapple within their writing. It will seek to address

the following questions: What historical characteristics of Europe in the 18™ and 19"

centuries made it possible for a Hebrew renaissance to take shape? What kinds of
philosophic thought guided the Hebraists in their project of modemizing and
nationalizing Hebrew? What was the relationship between the Hebrew language
movement, traditional religious modes of thought, and modem secularism? Did the
Hebrew movement aim to move the Jewish people toward assimilation and integration
into European societies? Or, did the Hebrew movement aim to preserve the national
character of the Jewish people? And finally, what were the basic characteristics of the
development of Hebrew literature during the second half of the 19" century and into the

20" century?




Historical Contexts: Enlightenment and Modernity

No one who lived in Europe during the late 18" century could avoid being
touched by the values and consciousness of the Enlightenment. While these values may
not have been embraced by all streams within European life, the Enlightenment
compelled a reaction from all those who came in contact with it. Traditional economies,
power hierarchies, ideas about religion, the relationship between the individual and
society, and understandings of the natural world were called into question. Notions of
individual rights and autonomy began to emerge. More democratic forms of government
in the context of a nation-state based on the rule of law and social contract bristled
against the rule of monarchies and the socio-economic caste system of Europe. The
religious hegemony of the Church that so often was legitimated and perpetuated in the
monarchy itself gave way to a rising secularism that was nurtured alongside the
development of the nation state. Among the various rights of citizenship that
accompanied the rise of the nation state was the growing freedom to choose one’s own
religious community. Religious expression and identity shifted from the auspices of the
monarchy and the Church to the private realm of the individual. Citizenship, the
emerging notion of legal membership within a particular nation state demanded loyalty of
the citizen, and modern countries ceased to force a state sponsored religion upon their
citizens.

As the Enlightenment swept across Europe from west to east, a variety of peoples
began to awaken to their own national identities. This burgeoning nationalism spurred a

variety of European ethnic groups to push for their own state based on the notions of

modern secular citizenship. In the middle of the 19" century liberal, populist movements




rebelled against the aristocratic old guard. Germans pushed for a united Germany. Poles
and Czechs sought self determination, especially in parts of the German Empire where
they were ethnic minorities. Hungarians rebelled against the Hapsburg dynasty and the
Austrian Empire, only to have their bid at sovereignty squelched for the time being. The
provinces qf Italy were becoming one unified country under a common Italian banner.'
The changes of the Enlightenment and the development of modern nations
affected the Jews no less than other peoples in Europe. In fact, in certain ways, the
Enlightenment proved to be a more radical shift for the Jews of Europe than for many
other peoples. Jews went from being a marginalized, minimally tolerated, segregated
minority, to a group entitled to the same rights of citizenship as Christian Europeans.’
This movement toward citizenship and legal rights became known as the Emancipation.
Emancipation presented an unprecedented shift in Jewish life. Traditional
European Jewish life based on semi-autonomous communities ruled by Halakhah and the
rabbinical establishment started to break down. With the privilege of citizenship, the
authority of the state started to replace the authority of the rabbinical establishment,
particularly in civic life. According to Benjamin Harshav, the “polysystems”3 in which
Jews lived started to expand. The traditional Jewish polysystems such as Halakhah, the
Jewish educational system, the traditional literary canon, Hebrew of that canon, Yiddish,

and the insular Jewish community became increasingly porous. These Jewish

! Robert M. Seltzer, Jewish People, Jewish Thought: The Jewish Experience in History (Upper
Saddle River, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1980) 531.

? This emerging equality was true at least on paper. European Jews, in many respects remained
second class citizens, and Christian Europe’s discrimination against Jews persisted in other ways.

* Benjamin Harshav, Language in the Time of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993) 33.

Harshav defines a “polysystem” as follows, “We may define a polysystem as a network of
interrelated textual genres and social and cultural institutions in a society, each one is a flexible system in
its own right; that is, a polysystem is a dynamic system of systems...covering the whole cultural network.”
33




polysystems became exposed to the polysystems of emerging European states. This
included the civil laws of the land, secular universities, a Western canon of knowledge,
the vernacular of the country in which Jews lived, and new economic opportunities
previously unavailable to Jews.

Yet, the advantages of Enlightenment and Emancipation did not come without
a significant price. When the first Jews of Europe were emancipated in the wake of the
French Revolution in the Napoleonic Empire, the French Jewish leadership agreed to the
great Jewish quid pro quo of modem times. They declared that Jews were not, in fact, a
nation unto themselves, but a religious community, thus making Jews eligible to pledge
allegiance to the state and the laws of that state. In turn, the state welcomed them as
citizens.

While membership had its privileges, this quid pro quo engendered a question and
eventually crisis of identity. Jews became French and Germans, but their connection to
Judaism and the Jewish people was not necessarily a given. Jews could choose from a
variety of identities. They could choose to be Jews in addition to their new identity as
citizens of a nation, or they could leave their Jewish community and identity behind and
fully integrate into the nation in which they lived. Ultimately Jews had to determine how
to deal with being part of a secular nation state that invited their loyalty, though it meant
submerging, at the very least, their Jewish nationality. Jews had to redefine their
relationship to Judaism and Jewish community as both ceased to be the totality of their
lives. Jews of Western and Eastern Europe would deal with the challenges that

Enlightenment and modemity posed in different ways.

* Robert Alter, Hebrew and Modernity (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1994) 42,
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Jewish responses to the Enlightenment began in Western Europe. Even before
Emancipation opened the doors of Christian European society to Jews, an elite groups of
Jewish intellectuals sought ways to integrate universalistic Enlightenment principles into
Judaism, and in turn, to make their European societies open to Jewish integration. Those
who were touched by the European Enlightenment and who wanted to translate its ideas
for the Jewish community became the vanguard of the Haskalah. The Haskalah,
meaning intellectual awakening, became the Jewish mirror to the European
Enlightenment. The proponents of the Haskalah, maskilim, labored to bring Judaism out
of its cloistered darkness and into a more contemporary, and in their eyes, dignified
existence. Maskilim believed that if Jews could embrace elements of the dominant,
enlightened European culture, then Europe would in turn accept the Jews. The slogan,
“Be a man on the street and a Jew in your home” was more than simply a call for Jews to
embrace European culture outwardly, but an effort to show that Jews could be part of
European society like everyone else. In order to achieve its aims, the Western, German
Haskalah advocated that Jews learn the vernacular, German, be exposed to European
thought and literature, and give up the hybrid, ghetto language of Yiddish.

While rejecting the Talmud, which the maskilim saw as a symbol of Jewish
backwardness and causuistry, maskilim embraced Hebrew and TaNaKh, the Hebrew
Bible, as a return to the purity and origin of Jewish culture. Ideally, German would be
the language of daily life. In the Jewish religious sphere, maskilim sought to
replace “loshon qodesh”, the Hebrew of the Talmud and the closed, traditional yeshiva
world, with Biblical Hebrew. As these Westemn maskilim endeavored to move Judaism

toward European culture, the more radical among them made more space for the
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vernacular language of the state and less room for Hebrew. In fact, many Western
maskilim saw a refined Biblical Hebrew as praiseworthy in so far as it served as a bridge
for Jews to learn the pure vernacular of the state and European literature.” There was a
sense that modernizing the Hebrew language could modemize and integrate the Jewish
people into contemporary European society. The return to Hebrew for the Western
maskilim could be likened to some of the reformation movements seen in Christian
Europe. Those who advocated reform and enlightenment saw their project as a return to
the authentic, untainted original Jewish culture, while in reality their work broke radically
from the past, and aimed to change Judaism.’

The Western Haskalah eventually succeeded in its goal of integrating Jews into
European culture, yet its success also proved to be a problem for Jews. Both the
Enlightenment and eventually the Emancipation allowed Jews into European society, but
in the process many Jews assimilated completely, some converting to Christianity and
some leading a secular life only slightly connected to Jewish community, observance, and
knowledge.

The Eastern Evropean Haskalah that followed in the wake of the Western
Haskalah would try to imitate the aims and tactics of its predecessor. Yet, because of
their unique context, Eastern European Jews failed where Western European Jews
succeeded in integrating into their surrounding societies. At the same time, ironically, the

Eastern Europeans succeeded in ways that their Western counterparts failed. They found

5 Israel Bartal, “From Traditional Bilingualism to National Monolingualism,” Hebrew in
Ashkenaz: A Language in Exile, ed. Louis Glinert (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 1993) 145,

¢ Yaakov Shavit, “A Duty Too Heavy to Bear: Hebrew in the Berlin Haskalah, 1783-1819:
Between Classic, Modern, and Romantic,” Hebrew in Ashkenaz: A Language in Exile, ed. Louis Glinert
(Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 1993)119.

7 Shavit, 111.
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ways to redefine Jewish identity and nationality in a way that spoke to the needs of their
lives. Eastern European maskilim would come to take advantage of Enlightenment
knowledge, and many of them devoted that knowledge to strengthening Jewish culture
rather than abandoning it.

By the middle of the 19" century, the Haskalah arrived in Eastern Europe. The
advantage of its late arrival to the East was that it allowed the Jews swept up in its
currents to look to the example and success of their brethren in the West. What they saw
was Jewish access to arenas of European life previously out of the reach of Jews. The
Easterners perceived that the Jews in the West had been able to shed the image of the
dirty, backwards Jew. Harshav explains, “What was clear to the children of the shtetl
was that to regain their dignity they would have to embrace the culture and ideas of
Western Europe.” He goes on to explain that Eastern European Jewry could either join
Western European Jewry or find ways to imitate it.®

At first, the Eastern European Haskalah sought to join the values and ideals of
Western Europe, and the Western European Haskalah. Its adherents engaged in a project
of assimilation, much like Jews in the west. The Jews of Russia, for example, took
advantage of being allowed into Russian cities and Russian universities. Many of them
studied Russian literature and believed that the way for Jews to assimilate fully and
transcend their history of degradation was through Russian schools. Like the Jews of
Western Europe before them, Eastern European, primarily Russian Jews, had complete

faith in the power of education, aesthetics, self-realization, and purity of language not




only to change themselves, but also to change the attitudes and long standing prejudices
of their non-Jewish neighbors.”

Much to the profound disappointment of the Eastern maskilim, any faith in the
power of the Haskalah to change Russian attitudes toward Jews was shattered after a
relatively short period of time. They came face to face with the limitations of the project
of assimilation as a means of gaining acceptance. The years 1881 and 1882 saw tragic
events that made the Eastern maskilim re-evaluate their place in Russian society, the aims
of the Haskalah, and their Jewish future. In 1881, a series of severe pogroms rocked the
Russian Jewish community. In 1882, the Russian Czar, Alexander II, who had been a
force for reform and who opened Russian cities and universities to Jews, was
assassinated. Between the pogroms and the ascension of Alexander III, an anti-Semitic
backlash gripped Russia. By this time, the Haskalah had expired. Many who had
supported the project of assimilation came to understand that the problem of Jewish
existence in Russia would not be solved simply by “becoming Russian”. Russian hatred
of Jews went too deep. Furthermore, Eastern Jews could see the effects of assimilation in
Western Europe based on the attrition rate spawned by acceptance into Western European
societies. Eastern maskilim would now take the lessons of education, individuality,
aesthetics, and Russian literature with them as they searched for new solutions to the
question of Jewish existence in a modemizing world.'® |

If the Eastern maskilim initially sought to assimilate and become like Western
Europeans, in the aftermath of the traumas of 1881-1882, they tried to combine their

Enlightenment sensibilities with a renewed commitment to their Jewish identity. Several

9 Harshav 59.
' Harshav 59.
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external factors allowed the Eastern maskilim to embrace both modernity and Jewishness.
Jews in Eastern Europe never had the same opportunity as their Western counterparts to
trade their Jewish identity for the national identity of the state in which they lived.
Russia itself did not stop being a monarchy or embrace the notion of equality on a
national level until the Russian Revolution of 1917. Similarly, Jews had not been invited
by the Czar to become “Russians”, and the Russian people themselves never let the Jews
forget that they belonged to an alien nation. This made feasible the creation of parallel
modern movements within the Jewish community that grew in place of universalist and
assimilationist movements. In fact, Eastern European intellectuals developed contempt
for Jews in the West who thought they could shed their Jewish particularity. In the East,
the existing sense of Jewish peoplehood was imbued with such modern ideas as
nationalism and communism. The most notable examples of these movements were
Zionism and the Bund, the Jewish communist movement. Hebrew and Yiddish
comprised key components to each of these movements respectively. These languages
represented the cultural integrity of each of these modern movements, and stood as
manifestations of the Jewish people’s spirit and unique identity.

Thus Russian rejection'! of Jewish aspirations to join the dominant culture

spurred many Jews to turn inward, and search for ways to make Jewish life relevant for
them.'? Nationalists, and in particular those who championed the Hebrew language, went

back to the roots of Jewish nationhood in ancient Israel to give legitimacy to their modem

" Eastern European Jews came to the realization about 15-20 years before their counter parts in
Western Europe that Jews would never be fully accepted by Christian Europe. Western European Jews
came to this conclusion afier the Dreyfus trial in 1894-1895. Theodore Herzl gave voice to this in his
famous pamphlet, The Jewish State, that outlined necessity for a Jewish country to solve the problem of
Anti-Semitism and political oppression.

2 Harshav 55.

15




national awakening. They combed the Jewish cultural treasure house for historical and
traditional textual legacies that they could appropriate as they tried to redefine the ancient
religious national community of Israel in a new secular image. The Hebraists within the
Zionist movement, like other European nationalists, believed that the national language
encapsulates the spirit of the people. Even as the Hebraists turned inward in the creation
of national, secular identity, they gleaned ideas and concepts from leading European
philosophies on culture and language. Those individuals involved in the Hebrew
movement maintained a diverse body of opinions regarding relationship of the Hebrew
language to nationalism. Accordingly, they drew from a diverse spectrum of European
thought. Two European thinkers who influenced the subjects of this study, Friedrich
Nietzsche and Johan Gottfried Herder, are discussed in more depth below.

Philosophies of Influence
The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) had profound impact on many

Hebraists of the late 19" century. Whether these Hebrew writers embraced his ideas or

rejected them, Nietzsche’s thought compelled a response. Ahad Ha-Am, Berdichevsky,
and Bialik, each in his own manner, responded to major elements of Nietzschean thought.
Nietzsche challenges foundations of traditional life. He privileges the individual
over the community, the future over the past, and identifies the incongruence of language
and the concepts it tried to express. He dramatically describes the misleading nature of
language in his essay entitled, “On Truth and Lie in a Nonmoral Sense”. Nietzsche posits
that language originates as a creative response to the absolutely unique phenomenon of
an individual’s experience. In this form, language is a true expression of the individual’s

given experience. The truth of language gets smeared when it must represent a concept




as a means of communication in a society. The group now owns the word, and through

the word and by extension, language, people are joined in society and culture, but that

word no longer reflects the expression of the individual who responded to the original

experience. 13

As the Hebraists went through their own reorientation toward traditional Jewish
life, they wrestled with new understandings of individual and communal Jewish identity.
Ahad Ha-Am, as we shall see, privileged language as the vehicle for expressing a
collective national will. Writers like Berdichevsky, Y.H.Brenner, and U.N.Gnessin
advocated the primacy of language as a tool of expressing to the truth of individual
experience. Bialik seemed to straddle these two ends of the spectrum, recognizing the
role of language in forming a society’s identity, but at the same time the centrality of
language in conveying the existential reality of the individual.

Nietszche also influenced how the Hebraists understood the Jewish past and the
meaning of a national Jewish future. Nietzsche’s concept of “transvaluation of values”
or “Shinui "Arakhin” became a central battle ground on which Hebrew thinkers like Ahad
Ha-Am and Berdichevsky engaged in intellectual combat. This Nietzschean concept
asserts that the present is a bridge to the future. In order to fulfill this promise,
individuals in the present must overcome the values of the past that impede progress
toward the future. Berdichevsky and his followers internalized this philosophy by
adhering to the notion that in order to build the future of a culture or civilization, the

culture of the past has to be uprooted. Thus it is imperative to tear down in order to build

13 Azzan Yadin, “Bialik and Nietzsche on Language, Truth, and the Death of God,” Prooftexts
21.2 (2001): 182.




up.'* Ahad Ha-Am, on the other had, rejected this understanding of the progression of
history, and saw the enduring essence of Jewish values as a place to begin the revival of
the nation.

Nietzschean ideas do not serve as the only influence for the Hebraists and their
thought on language and national consciousness. Nietzsche grew out of a tradition of
Western philosophy, and in particular a tradition that critiqued Enlightenment’s religion
of reason. Johan Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) preceded Nietzsche and describes the
significance of language in shaping the culture and consciousness of a nation. He writes
about the importance of the organic development of language, and how this development
represents the national genius of a people. Herder rejects the notion that a nation’s

language could be improved by imitating the language of another nation. He also

5

differentiates between poetic, emotion driven language and scientific, rational language.!

This distinction plays an important role in contrasting the writings of Ahad Ha-Am, who
places thought above emotion, and Berdichevsky, who places emotion, passion, and
romanticism at the center of identity formation.
Imagining a Nation Through Hebrew

Two fundamental problems differentiated Jewish nationalism from the other
European ethnic national movements of the time. Other national movements of ethnic
minorities were firmly rooted in their national lands and their members spoke their own
languages. The Jews of Europe lacked the obvious trappings of nationhood--a land, a

language, and self determination. They had lived removed from the Land of Israel for

Y Menahem Brinker, “Nitsheh Vehasofrim Ha-'Ivriyim: Nesayon Lere 'ivah Kolelet” Nietzsche
Batarbut Ha-"Ivri .ed. Yaakov Golomb,ed (Yerushalayim [lerusalem): Hotz ‘aat Sefarim M'agnes,
‘Universitah Ha-"Ivrit, 2002) 135.

1% Frederick Copleston, S.J., 4 History of Philosophy, vol.6 (New York: Image Books, Doubleday:
1994) 138-149.




hundreds of years, and Hebrew persisted in an incomplete way, through religious texts,
legal codes, business documents, and marginally, as a spoken language. Hebrew was not
the langﬁage of daily life. In Europe, Yiddish arose as a Jewish language to fulfill this
function. Jews began to develop modern literature in Yiddish, too, modeled after
European narratives, stories, and novels. Yet Hebrew lacked this sort of literature that
depicted the inner life of the individual and community. Such a medium of expression
had yet to be teased out of the Hebrew language.

In spite of these realities, Jews never completely abandoned their language and
they never stopped dreaming about their national homeland during the years of their
dispersion. The Jewish connection to the Land of Israel and the Hebrew language played
itself out in the religious polysystem on which pre-modern, traditional Jewish life was
lived."® Jews expressed their yearnings for the land of Israel through prayers uttered in
Hebrew. In a sense, whole pieces of Jewish conversations in Hebrew had been preserved
in the Talmud. When Jews studied these texts in the Beit Midrash, they too participated
in a Hebrew conversation of sorts.” If achieving a massive Jewish emigration to the
Land of Israel and establishing self determination seemed like a distant dream,
revitalizing Hebrew proved to be a more tangible, immediate step to assert Jewish claims
to nationality.

Hebrew had the ability to make Jews in Eastern Europe feel as though they were
part of a nation. The networks of Hebrew provided the vestiges of a national community.

These networks included newspapers, journals, literature, libraries, schools, and political

'8 Harshav 34-35.
' Harshav 116-117.
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movements that adhered to Hebrew language as a value of national aspirations.'® This
national community did not develop in a common geographical center'® as much as it
developed within the virtual reality of the written word. This virtual reality united writers
and readers in the commonplaces of modern Hebrew text. Readers of the same Hebrew
journal or newspaper might have been separated by great distances, but they came
together in the pages and discourse of their particular periodical including, for example,
Ha-Magid (1856-1903), Ha-Melitz (1860-1903), and Ha-Shiloah. (1896-1926)

In creating these Hebrew commonplaces, both writers and readers had to
overcome the ultimate challenge, that Hebrew was not the language in which they
conducted their daily lives. They were, by no means, immersed in a Hebrew
environment. If Hebrew was to act as a catalyst to Jewish national consciousness, it had

to represent reality. A writer using Hebrew had to find ways to express his experience of

reality.?! In responding to this challenge, journals and newspapers sought to imagine the

world in Hebrew. There was a circular process at work. Jewish nationalists desired to
create an awareness or fagade of a national community, and tried to achiéve their goal by
writing in Hebrew. In order to create the impression of a national, Hebrew community,
writers had to stretch the language to make it seem as if Hebrew was used, like any other
fully living language, to express experience and describe the world. In order to create
their community, they had to imagine that it already existed in the language they were

desperately trying to reinvigorate.

' Harshav 37. ,

'* There were of course geographical centers of Hebrew culture, such as Odessa, in the late 19t
century.

% «“Newspapers and Periodicals, Hebrew,” Encyclopedia Judaica, 1978 ed.
This article includes a full list of Hebrew periodicals and can be found in the Index to the Encyclopedia
Judaica,

2 Robert Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 60.




One early example of such an effort to use Hebrew to imagine a national
community into existence is the Hebrew newspaper, Hamagid (1856-1903). In his essay
entitled “Imagining the Jewish Nation: Midrash, Metaphor, and Modernity in Ha-Magid,
A Hebrew Newspaper”, Mark Baker describes how Hamagid acted as a virtual Jewish
national community that existed within the pages of this Hebrew newspaper.?? In
describing the characteristics of a virtual community within the pages of Jewish
periodicals, I am going to rely on Baker’s article.

Baker explains that Hamagid made use of traditional metaphors, images, and to
an extent, linguistic structures, to respond to Jewish issues and concemns of the day.”
The newspaper used traditional notions even as it expressed modern yearnings of the
Jewish people. As an example for this, Baker describes the notion of the wandering Jew,
in flux between exile and return to the Land. With the onset of modernity, many Jews
found themselves in a period of migrations--out of shtetls into cities, out of Eastern
Europe and into Western Europe, and leaving Europe all together bound for the New
World. Writers described the angst of families separating, individuals searching for one
another, and shifting realities with images of the Promised Land and exile in mind. A
Hebrew writer could speak to the reader using the timeless Jewish narrative familiar to

traditional Jews in the Hebrew language, and at the same time, describe a totally new

reality--the experience of the birth pangs of modemity and hope for national revival.?*

The Hebrew newspaper gave the Hebrew reader a glimpse into the world beyond

his limited purview. The world described on the page was an explicitly Hebrew world

2 Mark Baker, “Imagining the Jewish Nation: Midrash, Metaphor, and Modernity in Hamagid, A
Hebrew Newspaper,” Prooftexts 15:1 (1995): 25.

# Baker 9.

2 Baker 26.




that spoke to Jewish concerns. According to Baker it gave the individual reader the
ability to “converse with Kelal Yisrael through time and space.””® Not only did this
prove true in terms of articles that captured the massive migrations of Jews, migrations
that surely touched the Eastern European reader in a very personal way, but also in terms
of articles in the form of travel journals to exotic lands. Baker cites the travel log of a
Hebrew writer who visited the Jews of Ethiopia, Jews whose existence and story was
quite foreign to the newspaper’s readers. The significance of such an article was two-
fold, according to this view. First, the reader learmed of the plight of other Jews
oppressed as strangers in another land who longed to return to the national homeland.
Second, the writers used Hebrew to describe their journeys in the first person. They
described a very personal experience in the Hebrew language, and drew the reader into
the sphere of their own personal experience. The newspaper served as a junction where
the individual could feel part of the nation, and at the same time experience how Hebrew
could be an expressive tool of the individual’s encounter with the world.2
The Development of Modern Hebrew Literature

If Hebrew was to have a role in the national rebirth of the Jewish people, a revival
of Hebrew literature was necessary. To say that Hebrew or Hebrew literature had died is
a misperception, and to call Hebrew a dead language would have been incorrect.
Language spreads its roots into the depths of a society and culture. As Harshav notes,
“What we call language is a rather complex cluster of social, mental, and linguistic
2927

aspects, and each may be active or passive to different degrees at a given time...

Aspects of Hebrew certainly persisted within the social, mental, and emotional lives of

% Baker 18.
% Baker 23.
7 Harshav 115.
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the Jewish people. Perhaps Hebrew ceased to be the daily spoken language of the Jewish
people, but its literary development never ceased. The tradition of Hebrew literature
continued through such genres as responsa, halachic codes, commentary, philosophy and
Hasidic writings. While this development had been primarily confined to the religious
polysystem, there had been periods of Jewish history in which “secular” literature had
béen penned in Hebrew, most notably, in the Spanish Jewish community between the 10"
and 15™ centuries. This community produced poets such as Yehuda Ha-Levi, Shemuel
Hanaggid, and Ibn Ezra, whose poetry covered such romantic subjects as war, women,

and wine.?®

All of these prior strata of Hebrew would form a base for the development
of a modern Hebrew literature.

Even though previous versions of Hebrew helped to provide the raw material for
modern Hebrew development, those involved in the “renaissance of Hebrew literature”
(1882-1914)®, believed that the Hebrew language fell utterly short in terms of the style,
syntax, and dic'tion of the European literature to which they aspired.®® Like the Hebraists
of Spain seven centuries before them, the Hebraists of the 19% century wanted to create a
literature modeled after the best literary techniques and styles of the surrounding culture,
but one that was also uniquely Hebrew. The challenge, of course, was how to do this

without being immersed in 2 Hebrew veracular. Nonetheless, these enthusiasts

persevered in their project, girded by the belief that the quality and content of Jewish

3 Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 41.
The literature of Spain drew from the Arabic tradition of literature to enrich its own development similar to
the 19® ¢ European movement,

* Harshav 122,

% Robert Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 41.
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national culture could be measured by the quality and content of the literature of Hebrew,
the national language.”’

The process of bringing Hebrew into modemity could be thought of as a radical,
new process of breaking with tradition. Yet, it can also be seen as another step in
symbiotic growth between the Jewish people and the outside world through the Hebrew
language. Robert Alter captures this paradox in his book, The Invention of Hebrew
Prose:

To make Hebrew think in a radically new way was what the rabbis, two

millennia earlier, under the pressures of Aramaic, Greek, Latin, and a

transformed social-political world, had done with biblical Hebrew; and

what a thousand years later, in very different directions, the great medieval

poets and the Jewish philosophers or their Hebrew translators did, under

the pressures of Arabic language and literature and Greek thought. To be

sure, these earlier historical transitions took place when most Jews still

lived in distinct, internally coherent cultural enclaves within the dominant

culture; in this regard, the transition into modernity has been far more

disjunctive.”?
Just as Alter identifies these periods of radical change within traditional Jewish modes of
thought and expression, the Hebraist, Berdichevsky, focused on such ruptures in Jewish
history as support for his radical articulation of a revitalized Hebrew language, Hebrew
culture, and most importantly, for a new Hebrew individual. It is important to emphasize
the power of the Hebrew language to ‘bridge the necessary points of fissure within the

Jewish tradition. This power has also allowed the language to grow. The Hebrew

language has the elasticity to be used in radically new ways, and simultaneously it has

3! Robert Alter, Invention of Modern Hebrew Prose (Seattle: University of Washington Press,
1988) 94,
32 Robert Alter, The Invention of Modern Hebrew Prose 94.
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allowed different periods of thought and expression to converse with one another through
the ages.™

The process of using Hebrew in radically new ways, and sculpting it into a
modern “European literature”, took place in three principle stages. In exploring each of
these stages, it is possible to gain an understanding of the astounding growth of the
Hebrew language, and the conflicting ever-changing understandings of how language
represents ideals of Jewish peoplehood.

The first stage of the modernization of Hebrew precedes the years Harshav
identifies as “renaissance of Hebrew literature.” This stage, whose literary style became
known as Melitzah, was connected to the Haskalah before 1882, and grew out of a notion
that a pure people should have a pure language. The pure language of the Jewish people
before it had been tainted by rabbinical Hebrew or embedded within Jargon or Yiddish,
was Biblical Hebrew. Those who advocated a return to the elevated style and grammar
of Biblical Hebrew adhered to the romantic notion of the glory days of Israel, when its
own kings ruled over the people on its own land. For them, rabbinical Hebrew lacked the
same pure character and also smacked of the religious, insular yeshiva world.>

The term Melitzah means “flowery, rhetorical language.” Melitzah writers, like

those of the renaissance generation had studied in the traditional yeshiva environment.*®

They knew every inch of traditional religious texts, particularly the TaNaKh. Ironically,

as they strove to write stories in a modem, European style, they drew from the oldest

* 1 am indebted to the thinking of Rabbi Steve Moskowitz and his rabbinic thesis, “Fire Amidst
the Hail: Rabbinic Audacity and Jewish Authenticity”. In his thesis, Rabbi Moskowitz shows how
“authentic” Judaism is a construct, how the rabbinic tradition of creating “authenticity” is actually achieved
through breaking with earlier aspects of Jewish thought. Language, particularly, Hebrew language, seems
to play a key role in process of breakage in order for Judaism to grow and at the same time retain a sense
“authenticity”. Hebrew can be seen as a common denominator through Jewish history.

* Harshav 124.
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stratum of the Hebrew language. As they sought to create a secular literature, the
majority of their language came from a book of religious inspiration. If, for example, a

writer wanted to express the way the hero of a story kissed the heroine he might lift or

adapt a verse from Song of Songs saying, “He kissed her with ‘kisses of his mouth™ ¢

Thus, the Melitzah style became a tapestry of biblical verses woven together in the
attempt to write a modern story with plot and character development like that of
European literature. The result of Melitzah was a stilted, cumbersome body of literature
whose patchwork style showed its seams. Melitzah initiated the movement toward a
modern Hebrew literature, and it exemplified how style could represent ideology. The
Melitzah style, and those who employed it, such as Abraham Mapu (1808-1867),” father
of the Hebrew novel, accomplished a great feat as they made the language of the bible fit
into the form of a novel. However, one thing was clear. If Hebrew was to become a rich,
modern, literary language in which sophisticated novels could be written, it would have
to transcend the Melitzah style.

The use of Melitzah exposed a tension inherent within the Hebrew renaissance.
Employing a “pure” biblical linguistic style for ideological purposes did not necessarily
entail using the most flexible, rich language to create a literary world of European
standard that the Hebraists desired to achieve. The Hebraists had to re-evaluate their
priorities and ideology in order to fashion a more textured literary language and style, one
that could illustrate the reality of the world that its author tried to capture. Either literary
quality had to be valued more than a “pure” language, or there existed a changing

perception of what it meant for Hebrew to be a “pure” language. In the end,

36 Alter, The Invention of Hebrew Prose 23,
37 “Mapu, Abraham,” Encyclopedia Judaica, 1978 ed.




characterizing national substance based on a purely biblical style and diction proved to be
limiting.

Transcending Melitzah and embracing a new more flexible and textured style for
Hebrew fiction occurred in a mode of Hebrew writing that came to be known as Nusah.
This transition took place, most notably, within the writings of Shalom Yaakov
Abramowitz. Abramowitz was a Haskalah writer, who became popularly known by the
name of the familiar protagonist of many his stories, Mendele Mokher Seforim. In the
1860°s, Mendele wrote a novel in the Melitzah style that embodied the problematic
literary nature of that style--the flowery, canned biblical phra;es with its inability to
capture a reality that could fully speak to a reader of his day. Though hé revised the
novel a few years later, giving it a new name, Fathers and Sons, he did not solve its
“artistic problems”.>® For the next eighteen years, Mendele concentrated on writing
Yiddish literature, and paved the way for future Yiddish writers.

Mendele returned to Hebrew in 1886, during the same period in which the Eastern
European Jewish maskil walked away from the universalizing tendencies of the
Haskalah. Mendele’s return to Hebrew literature included reworking his Yiddish stories
into Hebrew. Mendele accomplished a significant step forward in the development of
Hebrew literature as he succeeded in giving his Hebrew stories the same kind of color
that characterized his Yiddish stories. Alter identifies two strategies that enabled
Mendele to work the stiffness out of Hebrew:

The two chief stylistic moves that enabled Mendele to achieve this

unlikely feat were a switch to rabbinic Hebrew and a radically new use

of allusions to classical texts. In fact, his compendious prose

incorporated virtually all strata of the language-biblical, rabbinic,
liturgic, medieval-philosophic, devotional, Hasidic-but everything was

38 Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 52.
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contained within a normative framework of rabbinic idiom, grammar,
and syntax. This general adherence to the language of the early rabbis
produced a sense of stylistic homogeneity, despite the inclusion of
heterogeneous elements.”®

Bialik, who attributed the creation of Nusah to Mendele, observed how Mendele’s style

was easily replicated by others because of its form.*® Bialik especially praised Mendele
y

" For

as the writer who distilled the “treasure-house of the people’s creative spirit.
Bialik, Mendele was a writer who represented the national aesthetic. That is, his style
incorporated classical strata of the Hebrew language, which ultimately captured the
historical experience of the Jewish people. It was indigenous writing.*

Mendele’s Nusah proved to be a giant step forward in forging a modern Hebrew
literature. It showed that Hebrew did not have to be a stilted language. It exemplified,
perhaps, a growing synthesis between a Hebrew literature rooted in the classical Hebrew
tradition and European standards for narration: description of setting, plot, and character
development. The success of Nusah took another step in the direction of creating a
“virtual” community that existed in the Hebrew language. It made the emerging modern
literary Hebrew more flexible and better equipped to describe scenes, character, and plot
according to modern standards of European fiction. Nusah also broke away from the idea
that only a pure biblical Hebrew could do justice to capturing the essence of the nation.
Nusah embraced the different kinds of Hebrews that developed in the Diaspora along

with biblical Hebrew, the chain that linked the people to their ancient presence in the

Land of Israel. Yet even as Nusah broke the confines of a brittle Melitzah, a next

* Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 52-53.

4 Alter, Hebrew and Modernity 54.
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generation of Hebrew writers would bristle at what they perceived as the suffocating
nature of the Nusah style.

If one of the achievements of Nusah was making use of the whole range of
classical Hebrew styles, in the structure of rabbinic syntax, it was also its limitation. At
least, this would be the critique of those writers who tried to free themselves o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>