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Abstract

This work examines the meaning of the State of Israel in diaspora Jewish education in
contemporary Montreal, Canada. It does so by asking three central questions: “Is there a
common idea of the nation?” “How is the idea of the nation made compelling and transferred
from one generation to the next in a diaspora context?”” and “Does the local context of a given
diaspora community affect how the idea of the nation is taught?” The first part of this study
draws on Anthony Smith’s theory of ethnosymbolism to investigate how symbols and myths
provide the cultural foundations necessary for the social construction of modern national
consciousness. Particularly, it reveals the process through which the political myth of the State of
Israel expanded on pre-modern religious narrative frameworks in order to elicit communal will

and emotion and unify highly divergent Jewish communities around the idea of the nation.

Taking Montreal Jewish day schools as a site of inquiry, the second dimension of this research
analyzes how the process of nation building occurs in a diaspora setting. It investigates how
specific elements common to nations - the myth of election, territorialisation, shared
ethnohistory, and communal destiny - are interwoven and actively cultivated in Israel education
curricula and programming developed for mainstream Montreal Jewish day schools. This case
study reveals how the absence of territorialisation creates certain challenges when cultivating
diaspora nationalism and highlights how Montreal Jewish educators systematically attempt to

overcome those challenges.

A final aspect of this work develops the idea that Jewish education is influenced by local social
forces and that attachment to a national homeland increases when a diaspora community
experiences social isolation. Specifically, it argues that fostering a common idea about the State
of Israel in mainstream Montreal Jewish education is made possible due to the near institutional
completeness of the Montreal Jewish community (Jedwab and Rosenberg 1992); isolation from
other local communities, namely the francophone community of Quebec (Jedwab 2008); and
intensive Hebrew language and Jewish Studies curricula and the placement of Israeli teachers in

Jewish day schools.

il



This study offers new insight into the affects of the socio-linguistic and local context on the
process of diaspora identity formation in Jewish day schools. Equally, by emphasizing the
foundational role religion holds in the social construction of national identity, this dissertation

reveals how religion and nationalism can reinforce national cohesion in a diaspora context.
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Chapter 1: Defining the Terrain: Israel Education in Montreal Jewish Day Schools

In our preoccupation with “systems” we tend to lose sight of the fact that political
systems are made and unmade by people, and that the focus of our attention should
therefore be on education, on changing human beings who, in the final analysis, will

change the systems. (Horowitz 1979:26)

Questions

A glance at the Montreal Jewish Federation building on Cote Sainte Catherine Street and the
flags billowing in the wind in front of it, offers insight into the place of Israel in Montreal
diaspora Jewish identity. To the right of the entrance stand three flag poles bearing the flags of
Canada, Quebec, and Montreal. To the left of the entrance is a single flagpole bearing the flag of
the State of Israel. The placement of these state symbols reflects the story of Jewish immigration,
integration, and identity into the province of Quebec and the nation of Canada as both part of,
and apart from, the local, provincial, and federal communities. To most people who regularly
enter and exit the building this symbolic separation, which places Canada, Quebec and Montreal
on one side, and Israel on the other, is largely unnoticed. Ambivalence toward national symbols
is often connected to passive dismissal, neutrality, or non-recognition. When state symbols - the
main expression of national identity - become commonplace they are normalized, overlooked,
even mundane. The ordinariness of national symbols in daily life is a means of assessing the

place and power of the nation in identity formation (Mock 2012:44).

The “Montreal Jewish community” is by no means monolithic - and, as Knight and Alkallay
(1988) write, it is a "misnomer in that the term encompasses many communities, slicing across
religious, social and cultural barriers" (1988:3). It is a generalization that refers to people
involved in the institutional life of Jewish Montreal - namely Federation CJA, the Canadian
Jewish Congress (CJC), or, as in this case the institutions that support Montreal Jewish education
(BJEC, Association of Jewish Day Schools, etc). The central place of Israel in the life of the
Montreal Jewish community is expressed and reinforced by the community’s institutional
structures, housed within the Federation building. Among them are the Bronfman Jewish

Education Centre (BJEC) and the Bronfman Israel Experience Center (BIEC), Hillel Montreal,



and Camp B’nai Brith. Montreal Jewish education offers a strategic site to examine the place of
Israel in diaspora Jewish identity by looking at how identity is formed, unformed, and reformed
in the day school setting. These underlying questions inform the work that follows: Is there a
common idea of the nation? How is the idea of the nation' made compelling and transferred from
one generation to the next in a diaspora location? and Does the local context of a given diaspora

community affect how the idea of the nation is taught?

To address these questions, I began to map out the study of nations and nationalism as presented
within the field of sociology and the sociology of religion. The reliance on a sociological theory
of nations developed from my assumption that schools and nations are forms of human
relationships. More pointedly, schools reflect the social realties of the local society in which they
are located. Given this, my focus on curriculum study and teacher interviews stemmed from the
desire to understand how Israel was being presented in mainstream Jewish day schools,” and how
it was interconnected with, or distanced from, other subjects. I wondered whether Jewish day
schools might provide the discursive space to discuss the meaning of Israel and exemplify the

constant debate, dialogue, and disagreement that inform the history of Jewish thought.
Rational

The focus on curricula in the field was stimulated by a desire to understand how the idea of Israel
is taught and presented to day school students. The initial inspiration for this study derived from

. . . . 3 .
a number of experiences | had as a student on various university campuses,” and later - still a

" In using the term “idea of the nation”, I am referring to a common “political myth”. As Bottici writes, a political
myth is less an analytic category than a process, one that “responds to a need for significance that changes over time.
It is precisely because in order to be a myth it has to provide significance within changing circumstances that a myth
is best understood as a process, as a ‘work on myth’, rather than as an object” (Bottici 2011:38). This work
highlights the relationship between religious and political myths.

* The term "mainstream Jewish day schools", commonly found in literature referring to both Ashkenazi and
Sephardic non-ultra Orthodox schools (Mary Maguire 2010; Charles Shahar 2006, 2011, 2014; Helena Miller 2014)
is used here to refer to local day schools that define themselves as Zionist in their mission statements, yet differ in
their religious orientation.

* My time as an undergraduate student at Concordia University coincided with the invitation of Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu to Concordia. The student conflict surrounding that event literally took over campus life and
many students were compelled to take a public stance either in support or against Israel or Israeli policies on the
issue of Palestinians. As a witness to this student conflict, I experienced a strong personal discord, and resistance to
“perform” my identity in siding with one community or the other. I went on to complete a Masters thesis, which



graduate student - as a mother committed to raising my two children as Jews who are conscious

of their connection to Israel.*

This study offers a picture of the idea of the nation of Israel and current pedagogic approaches to
Israel education that shores up mainstream Jewish day schools in Montreal. Given the high level
of enrolment of Montreal Jews in Jewish day schools (Shahar 2014:2), the theoretical and
pedagogic approaches to the teaching of Israel in mainstream Montreal Jewish day schools offer
a window into the triumphs and challenges of maintaining a normative idea of Israel within the
classroom. Using the term “normative” here, I am referring to a shared communal value that is
constitutive of, and regulated through, Montreal Jewish communal institutions. In Montreal
Jewish education, this regulation occurs through positioning the State of Israel in a religious
political framework that simultaneously describes the nation-state and prescribes the meaning the
State of Israel holds in national identity. As one Montreal Jewish day school teacher explains:

“This big pride of Jewish identity, you cannot separate it from Eretz Yisrael.” That land is still

focused on people who were equally uncomfortable with the either/or stance. I believe that Jews should be able to
live in a sovereign state of Israel, and I believe that Palestinians have this same right of national self-determination.
While I understand the historical and spiritual role the land of Israel plays in daily liturgy and Jewish identity, I
viewed Israel as a contemporary political nation-state, rife with political, economic, and demographic problems. Not
unlike my Canadian friends, the Israelis I knew criticised their government’s policies, rallied against rent increases,
and made jokes about other Israelis and about themselves. Unlike my Canadian friends, my Israeli friends by-and-
large participated in army service, were acutely aware of world politics, and had bomb shelters in their home. When
I traveled to the West Bank to interview Palestinians engaged in dialogue with Jewish Israelis — my MA was an
ethnography of communities based in Israel and the West Bank — a few of my Jewish Israeli acquaintances stated I
was naive; one was completely outraged. Most Israelis I knew were interested and intrigued to hear about Ramallah,
Nablus, and Jenin, cities they could not enter due to military and legal jurisdictions, which impede civilian
interaction between Jewish Israelis living in Israel and Palestinians living in the West Bank.

* As a graduate student then in my mid-thirties the systemic and implicit norms on which a system of education is
built came to the fore. As Endacott writes, “the university environment is an unforgiving place. It is very much built
on a male model of performance” (2014:53). For me, this was made most clear after becoming a mother. I became
pregnant with my first child while enrolled in a graduate program. When I chose to have a second child, and was
still enrolled in a graduate program, the Graduate Coordinator summoned me to his office to ask why I was not
taking birth control. These memories stuck with me as I sought to understand how cultural, religious and educational
institutions were impacting and constraining who I was, and who my children would be. As a result I began to
examine the system of Jewish education in Montreal, the city in which my second child was born. Though we
moved from Montreal while my children were still pre-schoolers, this study is in part a result of that exploration.
While this work does not attempt to connect my home and academic life, these personal and professional
experiences germinated ideas about the intersection of education, religion, and diasporic national identity.

5 The Land of Israel.



there and we always go back to it. Always. [...] Jewish people, Hebrew, Eretz Yisrael. You can’t

break the connection” (Zach Yurkovich, Personal Interview, February 26, 2013).°

This teacher expresses numerous forms of group identity: the confluence of national allegiance
and religious observance; the framing of the relationship between diaspora and homeland around
the centrality of the idea of the nation; and the role of symbols in collective identity. As will be
evidenced, the teaching of Israel and Israeli nationalism is largely undifferentiated from Judaism,
Jewish peoplehood, Jewish history, or geography. State symbols are so commonplace within

Montreal mainstream Jewish education that they blend into every aspect of group identity.

Therefore, due to various communal structures and socio-linguistic contextual factors, I argue
that mainstream Montreal Jewish day schools maintain a normative idea of the State of Israel,
wherein Judaic sources and Jewish history are taught as intrinsically compatible with diasporic
Jewish-Israeli nationalism. It is only when one attempts to dislodge the national attachment to
Israel from the religious, ethnic and cultural forms of identity that their interconnection is
revealed. The purpose of this study is to reveal a process in which leaders, teachers, and
educators in the community who feel a meaningful connection to Israel have an influence.
Notably, this study focuses on the theoretical underpinnings and pedagogical methods practiced
within Montreal mainstream Jewish day schools and does not attempt to assess the legitimacy of
their objectives. Montreal Jewish students experience and express identity in numerous ways,
and Israel is only one of many social forces influencing their identity. Like any other diaspora

community, Montreal Jews have multifaceted identities as well.

The first rationale for this study is to understand how collective expressions of Jewish identity
are being socially constructed. Various researchers who study the sociology of Jewish identity
understand Jewish identity as an ethnic identity (Elias and Blanton 1987; Elizur 1984). An ethnic
identity is changeable, depending on the social context in which an individual is located, and is
made and remade by an individual throughout their lifetime (Nagle 1994). Eugene Borowitz

states that Jewish ethnic identity has become a form of “creative alienation,” a means of

% In order to grant interviewees anonymity, the names of all individuals who participated in this research appear as
pseudonyms.



remaining a critical outsider and observer of North American society, while equally attempting
to align North American society with Jewish social values (Borowitz 1973:209). Recent studies
indicate that expression of Jewish identity has been largely affected by post-modern personalism,
in which cultural identity is selected, even constructed, by the individual (Berger and Luckman
1967). The continuum of communal values remains a challenge in the age of the privatization of
religion, where faith and religious living are lived in the private sphere (Berger 1967). Cohen and
Eisen argue that many collective expressions of Jewish identity has diminished greatly, and they
point to the increasing focus on personal or private identity among Jewish Americans (Cohen

and Eisen 2000). Lisa Grant and Michael Marmur write of:

[...] a well-documented decline in a sense of ethnic connections among Jews in North
America, this is particularly salient among younger Jews who are emblematic of an ethos
that allows for and even celebrates the individual freedom and the constructed nature of

identity in a post-ethnic world. (Grant and Marmur 2007:102)

The decline in Jewish collective identity expression, and ethnic sense of connection and
continuity, has occurred simultaneously as an increase of religious identity among diaspora Jews

— most often as privatized form of spiritual expression. As Alon Gal writes,

During the last three decades or so, the conspicuous ethnic element of Jewish identity has
weakened, while the religious one has grown stronger. This trend of increasing religiosity
at the expense of ethnicity can also be associated with a greater emphasis on
individualism, soul-searching and the quest for personal self-realization. These
tendencies have partly replaced collective/community orientations in general and

attachment to Israel in particular. (Gal 2010:67)

These critics reveal a significant shift in the way collective Jewish identity is conceived of and

expressed, particularly in regard to the State of Israel.

Twists and turns in the sociology of Jewish identity have recently come to an uncharted area,
namely Jewish day schools. While there are various social forces and institutions that influence,
make, and unmake aspects of identity, the Jewish day school requires consideration as a site to

assess how Jewish identity is developed and articulated (Pomson & Schnoor 2008).



During the past two decades, the number of parents enrolling their children in Jewish day schools
across North America has increased significantly (Berkerman and Kopelowitz 2008). The
proliferation of separate Jewish day schools has been noted as one of the most significant forces
of organized Jewish life and as Walter Ackerman writes: “it is the growth of the Jewish day
school movement which is surely a distinguishing character of American Jewish life in our
generation” (Ackerman 1989:86). The rise and impact of mainstream Jewish day schools have
grown rapidly since the 1960s; whereas 60,000 students attended day schools during the 1960s in
the United States (Della Pergola and Schmelz 1989), by 2008, nearly 230,000 students were
enrolled in Jewish day schools (Schick 2010). By 2008 enrolment increased by 25 percent since
1998-1999, and 11 percent since 2003-2004 (Schick 2010). Day school education has

surprisingly found its greatest popularity among liberal Jews.

One-fifth of American Jewish school-aged children are enrolled in non-Orthodox mainstream
day schools (Schick 2010). Scholars have explained the increased enrolment of religiously
liberal Jews in Jewish day schools as a result of the presumed diminished quality of public
schools (Zeldin 1998), and the dissatisfaction with public education (Shapiro 1996). However,
other commentators interpret the increase in liberal, middle-class families choosing Jewish day
schools for their children in terms of a new understanding of the social construction of Jewish

identity in North America (Sarna 1998). As Alex Pomson and Randal Schnoor write:

In recent years, it seems as if there has been a changed assessment of what it means to be
Jewish in America. Increasing numbers of liberal Jews have abandoned the public school
system and have signed up their children for a parochial model of education in which
they study a dual curriculum of Jewish and general studies in an all-day setting separate

from non-Jewish students. (Pomson and Schnoor 2008:305)

According to Pomson and Schnoor, the reason so many liberal Jews have abandoned public
education is cultural survival. Even so, this fear of cultural extinction is not resulting in increased
synagogue attendance or home ritual. Consequently, the role of religious and cultural education,
teaching for values, has largely been relegated to the schools. This proliferation of separate
Jewish day schools across North America has been noted by commentators as one of the most

significant changes in contemporary organized Jewish communal life (Ackerman 1989). As



Steven Cohen concludes, “the effects of Jewish (day school) education persist beyond marriage.
It increases the chances that Jews will marry Jews; and if they marry Jews (but not Gentiles),
Jewish education elevates the likelihood that as adults, they will be more involved in Jewish life”
(Cohen 1995:92). Many scholars agree that Jewish education has a direct impact on the personal
practice of individuals (Fishman 1999); participation in Jewish education leads to Jewish

practice, and low participation leads to low practice.

A second rationale for this study is that Jewish day school education affects not only the students
involved but also the entire family. This concept of educating the whole family appears to be the
trend throughout the North American Jewish diasporas (Bekerman and Kopelowitz 2008). In the
Canadian context, it is certainly a prominent phenomenon. In their book Back to School: Jewish
Day School in the Lives of Adults, Pomson and Schnoor write extensively about the effect of
Toronto Jewish day schools on the entire family. In their case study of a downtown Jewish day
school, they state that parents select a Jewish day school to suit their own spiritual needs as much
as those of their children. More and more, Jewish families look to the school as the center of
Jewish life. They call this the “school as shul” phenomena (Shul meaning synagogue in Yiddish),
wherein the school not the synagogue is the central institution in Jewish communal life (Pomson

and Schnoor 2008). In the following passage, Zeldin explains the breadth of this dilemma:

As the institutional forms of Jewish education have multiplied, so too have the tasks
assigned to Jewish education. Whereas in earlier times, Jewish schools could focus on the
study of the Jewish textual tradition, by the latter half of the twentieth-century schools
took on many of the functions previously fulfilled by families, neighbourhoods, and other
community agencies. The main focus of Jewish education—even in schools but certainly
in informal programs—shifted from content learning to the development of Jewish
identity. Since the family often did not have the tools to support what children were
learning and how they were developing in Jewish schools, schools began to re-envision

themselves as places for Jewish learning and growing for the whole family. (2011:viii)

The issues at stake in Jewish education are individual identity and communal continuity. Jewish
education endeavours to bridge these two elements through bridging the family/school divide. A

successful strategy has been to understand the culture of the home and use the classroom



curricula to build on familial values. As Professor Alvin Schiff describes: “We cannot deal with
students if we disregard their family background, since school is, at best, a reinforcer of attitudes,
behavior patterns, and even skills acquired in the home environment” (Schiff 1999:151). In
previous times, the home was concurrently the school. Jewish parents were obliged to teach their
children through moral, ethical, and literary teachings located in the living traditions of Judaism.

Now, it is the school that must work with the home to educate the student. Schiff writes:

The singular focus of schooling — including the Jewish school — has been the education of
the child. It is clear, now, that the current challenge of continuity requires that the school

broaden its scope to include the whole family. (Schiff 1999:152)

In his report on Montreal Jewish day schools, Morton Weinfeld concurs with Schiff on the
influence of the home on reinforcing school learning. In a report on the Jewish day school
system of Montreal, Weinfeld indicates a preference by parents for more intensive Hebrew
language and Judaic curricula; even so, the parents’ own insufficient learning disables proper
continuity of knowledge between home and school environments. “Given the range of Judaic
backgrounds of parents or children, it is often the case that by grades 2 or 3 parents can no longer
help children with Hebrew homework, as their knowledge is insufficient” (Weinfeld 1985:53).
One antidote to this problem has been the school-linked adult education program as advocated
and researched by Pomson and Schnoor. This need for adult education in Jewish day schools
reflects the factors involved in parents choosing a Jewish day school for their children. They
write: “Literally and metaphorically, parents are looking for a school that speaks to them |[...]
Speaking to them means that parents want to readily understand what a school stands for and
whether they can see themselves standing with it” (Pomson and Schnoor 2008:157). For this
reason, bridging the gap between home and school heightens the possibility of integrating
knowledge. In sum, Jewish day schools have become a central institution affecting Jewish

identity formation of students and families alike.

A third rational driving this case study is the impetus to understand how collective Jewish
identity is conceived of in relation to the State of Israel. The particular focus on the centrality of
Israel in diaspora Jewish education derives from the fact that in the diaspora context there are

more teaching resources on Israel than any other subject in Jewish education (Chazan 1999).



However, it remains the most problematic subject to teach in the contemporary setting. One of
the often-stated goals of teaching about Israel in Jewish day schools is to infuse students with an
emotional attachment to the State of Israel. This is generally referred to as teaching a “love of
Israel” (Pomson, Deitcher and Rose 2009:9). Students enrolled in a Jewish day school may have
cousins living in Israel or may have visited Israel, but for the most part, the understanding of
Israel is constructed out of imaginings solicited from the classroom setting, family home life, the
media, camps, and synagogue. The vast and conflicting mosaic of images creating a student’s
view of Israel is both complex and, often, contradictory. As commentators in a recent report on
Israel education in North American Jewish day schools note: “Israel education in North America
is a congested and contested field” (Pomson, Deitcher and Rose 2009:3). Due to these reasons,
the centrality of teaching about Israel in a diaspora context has come into question. Alick Isaacs

writes:

As much of the recent sociological research shows, the firm and central place of Israel in
the future of Jewish education should not be taken for granted. Many feel alienated and
distant from Israel — if not even put off by it — and choose to avoid teaching about it in
both formal and informal Jewish educational settings. It is in these circumstances that the

lack of rich theoretical conversation about the purposes of Israel education is starting to

show. (Isaacs 2011:479)

Isaac’s observation about the uncertain role of Israel in diaspora Jewish education reflects an
active distancing between Jewish communities in North America -particularly in the U.S. - and
Israel. This distancing hypothesis, which has been the focus of various studies (Chazan and
Cohen 2000: 76-82; Cohen and Kelman 2007), argues that Israel no longer plays a defining role
in American Jewish identity. This has generally been presented as a “crisis” in diaspora Jewish
education (Grant 2011; Isaacs 2011). Indeed, this “crisis” surrounding the place of Israel in
diaspora Jewish identity equally reflects a crisis in the national identity of Israelis living in Israel
around the meaning of the nation (Ben-Moshe and Segev 2007:2), and the breakdown of a
binding national ethos in Israel (Shavit 2013).

Given that the centrality of Israel education in diaspora Jewish day schools has been placed in

question, and that the absence of a common idea behind teaching Israel in Jewish diaspora day



schools has come to light (Isaacs 2011:480), the purpose of Israel education has been rendered
unclear. Isaacs argues that a major flaw in the teaching of Israel in the diaspora is the lack of
communication of a clear meaning of the nation. He asks: What does Israel mean? How can we
make Israel meaningful? His response is to return to the idea of Israel, and to investigate what, if
any, theoretical strategies are currently in place, and assess the various ideological approaches to
Israel education. Isaacs concludes that in terms of ideology, Zionism remains the prominent

narrative from which the meaning of the State of Israel is derived (Isaacs 2011).

Isaacs begins his investigation into the ideology of Israel education in the Jewish diasporas by
presenting six categories into which Israel education may fit. These include: the classical Zionist
model, wherein Israel is presented as the apex and culmination of Jewish history; the Israel
engagement model, which presents experiencing Israel as a central part of Jewish identity; the
Jewish peoplehood model, where the study of Israel leads to a wider discussion of community
and communal responsibility; the romantic/realist model, which analyzes the effects of Zionism
as an ideology; the classical Jewish text model, which applies the meaning of the study of the
State of Israel to classical Jewish texts; and the visionary model, wherein the contemporary
events within the State of Israel are studied as a means of expanding on and learning from
traditional Jewish texts (Isaacs 2011:480). These categories can be further distilled into two
overarching orientations: the classical Zionist model and the Israel engagement model (Pomson,
Deitcher and Rose 2009). Pomson, Deitcher and Rose write that the classical Zionist orientation

predominated curriculum content in North American Jewish day schools, until the year 2000.

It is not surprising that a higher proportion of curriculum produced before the year 2000
was of the classical Zionist orientation, while after that year the Israel engagement and
Jewish peoplehood models have appeared more frequently. This change in emphasis
reflects a fundamental shift in the way in which Israel's relationship to the Diaspora has
been conceived both by Israelis and by Diaspora Jews: Israel education no longer seeks to

demonstrate the exceptionality of the State of Israel, but rather aims to relate to Israel in

7 The 1990s “culture war” in Israel, wherein religious and secular factions fought to define Israeli Jewish identity,
resulted in the proliferation of American-Jewish liberal organization which promoted civil society and religious
pluralism within and outside the State Israel (Shain 2007:70).
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ways that strengthen an argument for being Jewish wherever one is in the world.

(Pomson, Deitcher and Rose 2009:18)

This shift in the philosophical orientation of curricula speaks directly to Isaac’s concern to

reassess the meaning of the State of Israel in diaspora Jewish education.

Developing Isaac’s typology of Israel education further, Alex Pomson, Howard Deitcher and
Daniel Rose include two under-assessed Israel education programs: Israel advocacy model, and
Hebrew language model. The Israel advocacy model focuses on preparing students to advocate
on behalf of the State of Israel in the public sphere, and the Hebrew language model in which the
State of Israel is integrated into the study of Hebrew language, Jewish studies, and Jewish history
(Pomson, Deitcher and Rose 2009). Due to the fact that an analysis of the meaning of the state of
Israel in these two final categories remains under assessed, the Israel advocacy model and the
Hebrew language model will be the focus of the curriculum analysis within this dissertation. In
order to address what Israel means in these models of Israel education, I will first situate this

case study in a particular local context.

A final reason for this study is that despite the increasing recognition of the impact of Jewish
education on communal Jewish identity, studies rarely explore how increased enrolment, and
collective attachment to the State of Israel in Jewish day schools is influenced by location. Given
the context of local social forces, the Montreal Jewish community population is distinctive in
North America. Montreal continues to hold the highest percentage of students enrolled in Jewish
education in Canada (Shahar 2014), and within North America, it is second only to New York
City (Sheskin 2013:2).

Still, studies comparing diaspora communities of Canada and the United States reveal significant
differences in terms of Jewish identity, which inevitably effect how the subject of Israel is
taught. Previously, Zionism was seen as the unifying factor of both Canadian and US Jewish
diaspora identity. For example, in 1974, Neusner wrote, “Zionism lies at the foundation of
American Jewry’s capacity to affirm its Jewishness” (1974:232). The emotional allegiance to the
Jewish homeland, the ultimate achievement of the creation of the State of Israel, and the

response to the horror of the death camps, united Jews once again on a single platform. However,
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according to recent studies, support of the State of Israel is no longer the unifying factor in

American Jewry.

With the tensions over the competing visions of Israel virtually irreconcilable, Israel’s
attractiveness as a symbol of identity and unity — particularly among the younger

generation of secularized US Jewry — is set to virtually vanish. (Seliktar 2007:135)

Notably, both political Zionism, which emerged as a response to external threats faced by Jews
in the modern world, and cultural Zionism, a response to internal threats to the continuation of a
meaningful Jewish communal identity in an era of individuality, choice, and assimilation, arose
in response to modern social forces (Livni 2007:87). Political Zionism sought to establish and
continue a secular Jewish state; cultural Zionism is concerned with the continuation and revival
of Jewish culture. That said political Zionism is equally psychological in its motivation is
cultural survival (Orr 1994:120). While political Zionism was in some measure completed
through the establishment of the State of Israel, cultural Zionism, which aimed to “ensure the
continued creative existence of the Jewish people, wherever they may be,” had an objective that
was “infinite” (Livni 2007:87). Given this distinction, it is “the propagation of norms rooted in
cultural Zionist ideology of what the state should be” which continues to influence the idea of
Israel (Livni 2007:88). In contemporary terms, maintaining an active Jewish- Zionist
commitment while living in the diaspora means identifying with a particular idea of Israel and

what the state “should be”.?

One objective of this study is to offer insight into the influence of a particular location on
teaching about Israel and counterbalance existing literature about Israel education and the role of
national identity in Jewish diaspora education, which overwhelmingly focuses on the current
situation of U.S. Jewry. Canadian Jews are more Zionist and knowledgeable about the State of
Israel than American Jews (Horowitz 2002). Goldberg asserts, “Identification with the State of
Israel always has been and will continue to be a major factor contributing to the vitality and

viability of the Canadian Jewish community" (Goldberg 2007:215). Shahar and Karpman (2006)

¥ While I agree with Ari Shavit (2013) that any real examination of Israel must account for the nexus of
“intimidation and occupation” it faces as a contemporary nation-state, in this work the focus is on the idea of Israel
as taught in a given diaspora locale.
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observe that Canadian Jews were more religiously traditional than American Jews. Compared
with American Jews, Montreal Jews are significantly more connected with Israelis and the State
of Israel, have more developed knowledge about the State of Israel, and remain more politically
pro-Israel (Shahar 2006: 3). Moreover, the Montreal Jewish community is more religiously
adherent and communally active than other Canadian communities (Shahar & Karpman 2006:3).
“Major surveys have suggested that Montreal’s Jews consistently have among the highest levels
of Jewish education, ritual observance, synagogue affiliation, volunteerism, and ties to Israel of
any Jewish community on the continent” (Shahar 2014:1). While the story of Montreal Jewish
education may be unique, in other respects it speaks to wider phenomenon appearing throughout
North American Jewish life, wherein the Jewish day school has become a central institution in
Jewish communal life. Equally, as communal institutions, Jewish day schools — and the Jewish
education bureaus that support them - have the capacity to regulate and disseminate normative
ideas about the State of Israel and its role in diaspora Jewish identity. It is the idea of the nation
of Israel as presented in the curricula and classrooms of Montreal Jewish day schools that is the

focus of the work that follows.

The Idea of the Nation

The study of nations, nationality and nationalism became prominent during the 1970s; theorists
of nationalism disagree on the question of when the nation became an organizing form of social
order. In this dissertation, I adopt the theoretical framework of Anthony Smith, who argues that
nations, as forms of collective order, require repositories of symbols that signify the values and
ideals of the collective; pre-modern affects of belonging are drawn on by modern nations to form
the will and emotion of individuals and effectively mobilize national solidarity. The reserve of
symbols is structured, and this structure is what organizes and socializes individuals to hold
appropriate attitudes toward the nation. In order to hold a normative function, the idea of the
nation must be structured in myth patterns familiar to the nation, which Smith calls the

ethnosymbolism of the pre-modern ethnie (Smith 2009).

Using ethnosymbolism as a means of understanding nationalism, I analyze what pedagogical
practices the Montreal Jewish day school community has developed in order to teach about the

State of Israel in the context of the diaspora. More broadly, I examine the inter-connectedness of
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religious and national identity, symbolism, and education. This case study examines how the
curriculum (textbooks, workbooks, etc.) and teachers attempt to instil in students a sense of
diasporic national identity based on collective memory, religious traditions, and symbols derived
from a common idea of the nation. I do not claim that all education programs require a cohesive
set of symbols to elicit communal identity, given that many forms of education place limited
emphasis on state symbols or mythology. Rather, in this case of diaspora national education, pre-
modern symbols and myths work to relate the modern state to a religious past. Particularly, this
work reveals the distinct location of Jewish day school education in Quebec, precariously located
as it is between a Quebec-centred nationalism and the national ethos of multiculturalism in

Canada.

Organization of the Dissertation

Chapter two focuses on established theories of nations and nationalism, concentrating on the
theory and methodology of ethnosymbolism as a model to explain how symbols and myths
contribute to collective identity and social cohesion. The second part of the chapter traces the
idea of the nation espoused by political Zionists back through the symbolic discourse of Judaism
to demonstrate the structural influence of the pre-modern ethnie on the modern nation. Chapter
three offers a detailed account of the historical, sociological, and socio-linguistic factors that
have shaped Jewish education in Montreal and that have resulted in Montreal holding such a
high percentage of students enrolled in Jewish day schools, and provides the context for this case
study. Chapter four describes the methodologies employed within this study, including curricula

analyses, ethnographic observations, and semi-structured interviews.

Chapter five analyzes a Hebrew Language model of Israel education created and used by the
local Jewish school system. This chapter also includes perspectives of Montreal's educators
working in the day schools to reveal how the teaching of Jewish Studies and Hebrew language
by a single Israeli teacher reinforces the link between religious and national modes of
identification. Chapter six investigates the pedagogical practices used to foster attachment to the
idea of the nation in students attending Jewish high schools. These practices include positioning
Israeli teachers in the classrooms, school-twinning between Montreal and Beersheba, and Israel

Experience trips. This chapter includes a curriculum analysis of an Israel advocacy curriculum
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developed within BJEC and offers insight into the practice of teaching Israel advocacy as a
separate subject. This chapter also holds an ethnographic component and includes interviews
with Montreal Jewish teachers and educators employed in Jewish high schools. Chapter seven
provides concluding remarks on the role of religion and idea of Israel in the social construction
of Montreal Jewish identity, and indicates future avenues of research that may derive from this

case study.

The focus of this study on what is being taught, and teacher’s perspectives on it, offers new
insight into the place of Israel in diaspora Jewish education. Much research on the impact of
Israel education often focuses on the success of a particular curriculum, without taking into
consideration the local context in which that curriculum has developed, or the presence of Israel
and Israelis within the Jewish day school community. This study seeks to partially fill that void.
In the work that follows, I investigate the possibility that the location of a diaspora Jewish
community impacts both how diaspora nationalism is taught and the role Israel plays in the life

of the school.

Taking Montreal Jewish day schools as a site of inquiry, I investigate the pedagogical practices
used to cultivate diaspora national identity within the classroom. Drawing on Israel education
curricula, supplemented by a number of interviews with Israeli educators working in Montreal
Jewish day schools, I conclude that Israel education curricula and programming fostered in
mainstream Montreal Jewish day schools upholds a normative idea of the nation while
simultaneously drawing on the symbolic discourse of Judaic sources to instil particular attitudes
and behaviour in students about the State of Israel. From this study, one will not discover
whether the diaspora nationalist program of Montreal Jewish day school education is successful,
that is, whether students integrate the ethnosymbolism that is to ignite in them a passion for
Israel as a “homeland.” That is a topic for future research. Here we will discuss what the teachers

teach, rather than what the learners learn.

I conclude that explanations for the strong attachment to Israel in the Montreal Jewish
community are numerous. First, the near institutional completeness of the Montreal Jewish
community and the social isolation from other local communities has increased the diaspora-

homeland link. Second, the communal isolation and institutional separatism, which has allowed
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for an understanding of the State of Israel as a fundamental aspect of Jewish identity, impacts the
way in which Jewish identity is taught. In Jewish day schools, religion, ethnicity, language, and
nationalism are interwoven through separate pedagogical practices. This socialization process, in
which religion and nationalism reinforce national cohesion, leads students to identify with the
State of Israel as a fundamental part of Jewish identity. Third, Israel education remains a central
aspect of mainstream Montreal Jewish day schools due to the widespread teaching of the Hebrew
language and Jewish Studies, the placement of Israeli teachers, and innovative Israel experience
programs. For these reasons, Montreal Jewish day schools provide a unique site to analyze the
process of transmitting the idea of the nation from one generation to the next. These conclusions
offer a more detailed understanding of the function of the nation in diaspora Jewish identity.
They also remind us that a nation is a site of social bonds, informed by a diverse range of

emotional attachments to a shared symbolic discourse.
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Chapter 2: Ethnosymbolism and the Idea of the Nation
Summary

This chapter locates this study’s focus on the idea of the nation in Montreal Jewish day schools
in the broader field of theories of nations and nationalism, and, more specifically, on the theory
of ethnosymbolism as a model to explain how the traditions, values, symbols and myths of pre-
modern ethnies continue to structure the social relations of modern nations. Integrating into
communities throughout the world by adopting localized languages and adapting to regional
cultures, Jews are a heterogeneous group holding to a highly diverse set of traditions (Berger,
Lapointe, and Najman 2012:124). The formal acceptance of the State of Israel by the United
Nations in 1948 resulted in mass immigration from Jewish diasporas the world over.” Between
1945 and 1951 over 750,000 Jewish refugees settled in the State of Israel (Shavit 2013:148). In
the first three and a half years after the State of Israel was established the number of new
immigrants (685,000) was more than the number of citizens (655,000) (Shavit 2013:148)."
These newly immigrated citizens of Israel were primarily European survivors of the Holocaust as
well as Jewish emigrants from North African and Muslim countries (Shokeid 2012:131). Among
others, these new immigrants would inform the structure and cultural identity of Israeli society
(Shokeid 2012:138). The foundation of this nation was rooted in an idea — a common political
myth. To assess how this idea of the nation continues to influence and determine Jewish identity
throughout the world, I will first locate this study within the theoretical context of nations and

nationalism.

? The establishment of the State of Israel did not occur in a vacuum. The concurrent rise of Palestinian national
consciousness cannot be adequately addressed here. While these two national movements are often placed in
opposition to one another, they are equally distinct stories of a community of people holding a collective identity
and seeking self-determination and sovereignty over a geographic territory. For a more in-depth analysis of the rise
of Palestinian nationalism see Michael Broning. (2013). Political Parties in Palestine: Leadership & Thought.
London: Palgrave MacMillan, and Rashid Khalidi (2009). Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern
National Consciousness. NY: Columbia University Press.

' Ari Shavit’s writes, “In it’s first decade of existence, the Jewish state experience a wave of immigration never
experienced by any other state in modern times” (Shavit 2013:148).
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Theories of the Nation and Nationalism

Many scholars conflate the terms ethnicity and nation into ethnonationalism, this term refers
simultaneously to the allegiance to an ethnic group, which holds or does not hold a bordered
state, and an ideology of nationalism, that is the common idea that a people or nation should in
some way have its own state (Conversi 2004). An ethnic community (from the Greek ethnos) and
a nation (from the Latin nasci) are generally seen as synonyms. Yet, Anthony Smith’s work
explores the connection, and distinction, between an ethnie and nation. Smith defines ethnies, or
ethnic communities, as “named human populations with shared ancestry myths, histories and
cultures, having an association with a specific territory, and a sense of solidarity” (Smith
1998:191). Ethnies are the pre-modern antecedents of nations. While an ethnie is quite similar in
definition to a nation, the distinction can be found in historical processes of modernity, which
offered the ethnic community sovereignty over a bordered territory as well as economic unity
(Smith 1998:196). Both ethnies and nations are forms of social relations based on a shared
symbolic system. Notably, modern nation-states - even though they have larger populations - are
more ethnically homogeneous than pre-modern forms of political rule (Miller 1997). Following
the American and French revolutions, nationalism as an ideological movement became one of
the most potent forces in the modern world (Smith and Hutchinson 1994:3). Today, despite
globalization and internal challenges to established states, we still live in an international order

of nation-states.

Initially the study of nations was the subject of historians such as Carleton Hayes, Hans Kohn,
and E. H. Carr. These scholars held “perennialist” notions of nations as transhistorical
phenomena. Perennialists, also known as essentialists, generally share a common understanding
that nations are the modern manifestation of pre-modern forms of ethnic identity. In the
perennialist view, nations are based on the “natural” communal bond of biological and kinship
ties, i.e., ties that spread from the family to the clan to the nation (Armstrong 1982). This
presentation of nations as an inevitable form of collective organization was challenged by the
work of social constructionists such as Elie Kedorie, Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, and
Karl Deutsch. They shifted from perennialism toward sociologically grounded theories that saw
nations as socially constructed and unique to modernity. From this viewpoint, nations are the

products of collective interaction rather than human nature. Social constructionists generally
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agree on the processes through which nations are formed, but differ in their ideas of which social

interactions are most important in imbuing an individual with this collective identity.

Ernest Gellner writes that nationalism is a purely political project. In his view, nations are
understood as units of political sovereignty, and nationalism as the extension of political order
(Gellner 1983:123). Gellner’s claim that nationalism is based on a principle (a political concept)
that takes form in sentiment and movement'' built upon Kedourie’s earlier claims that
nationalism precedes the nation, and that both are indeed constructs of modernity (Kedourie
1966:9). In this view, modernity is conceived of as a “rupture” from pre-industrial society and is
at odds with the continuity of history. Adding to the social constructionist understanding of
nations and nationalism, Benedict Anderson writes that belonging to a nation resides in the realm
of human imagination; by sharing a system of communication (including language, history, and
customs), people imagine themselves to form a community (Anderson 1983). While one of
Anderson’s primary arguments is the use of “print capitalism” (books and newspapers) to
represent and create this imagined community, his hypothesis is rooted in other significant
factors. For example, communities bond when there is a fear of death through extinction or
annihilation; exposure to linguistic diversity; waning of sacred monarchies; and integration of
linear time through the clock and calendar. It is the combined nature of these elements that leads

a community beyond its locality to bond with a larger “imagined” national community.

Additionally, according to Karl Deutsch people bond together as a nation, despite their socio-
economic and political divisions, through an established system of social communication, which
includes social practices (Deutsch 1966). In this way, a nation may be understood as a site of
social relations (Deutsch 1966). Deutsch argues that the goal of national movements is to expand
and edify communication networks, which in turn unify the population through a uniform system
of symbols, habits and practices (Deutsch 1966:96). A nation’s system of communication is
based on shared attachment to group symbols learned over long periods of time, often a lifespan,

which may only be expressed in the context of community members (Deutsch 1966:101).

" Gellner writes that nationalism is a “political principle, which holds that the political and national unit should be
congruent” (Gellner 1983:123).
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Moreover, according to Deutch, language alone does not offer enough of a common symbolic
system; symbols, cultural and historical references, as well as social and cultural memories,
enable a person to relate to someone of their own nation even if they do not share a language. To
demonstrate this, Deutsch offers the experience of a German-Swiss speaker: “The French-Swiss
and I were using different words for the same concepts, but we understood each other. The man
from Vienna and I were using the same words for different concepts, and thus we did not
understand each other in the least” (Deutsch 1966:101). In this way, the social relations that bind
individuals together as a nation are based on communal concepts expressed in the everyday
conduct of individuals, not in the structure of language. These concepts situate a person in
relation to other people. That is, they provide both continuity and structure, which orient an

individual in relation to the world.

In general, social constructionists believe that nations and nationalisms were born of the rupture
associated with modernization, that is, democratization, industrialization (Gellner 1983), modern
means of communication, and the rise and power of vernacular languages (Anderson 1983).
Theorists who hold this perspective also argue that nations and nationalisms are maintained
through social structures such as universal, compulsory, national education. The growth of
educational institutions, and the creation of common textbooks within the educational
institutions, resulted in a growing number of educated people holding a shared language of
expression, ideas, and values (Gellner 1983). In short, national education transmits the collective
system of symbols from one generation to the next. This transmission of shared knowledge is
also known as cultural literacy (Hirsch 1988). Cultural literacy is central in “holding together the
social fabric of the nation” (Hirsch 1988:xi). Schools have become a location for reproducing
and transmitting this shared knowledge. Gellner terms these process "school-transmitted

cultures" (quoted in Hirsch 1988:xiv).

Yet this theory cannot explain what this shared knowledge that holds the nation in place is? How
is a nation’s continuity transmitted? The issue of continuity, how a modern nation relates to its
past, remains a point of contention among social constructionists. Gellner, who continues
Kedorie’s claim that nations are a result of the rupture of modernity, states that history provides
the raw materials for nationalism, and national movements claim cultural remnants as evidence

of national continuity. He writes, “Admittedly, nationalism uses the pre-existing, historically

20



inherited proliferation of cultures or cultural wealth, though it uses them very selectively, and it
most often transforms them radically” (Gellner 1983:55). Gellner continues this line of thinking
by stating that nationalism could be constructed from “any shard or patch” of pre-modern culture
(Gellner 1983:56). While Gellner asserts that the inherited past was easily manipulated by elites,
others further state that evidence of national continuity is completely "manufactured"
(Hobsbawm 1999). While Gellner concedes that nations have historical antecedents, his theory
focuses on the processes that gave rise to the nation as a political principle and ignores the

symbolic matrix that binds the individual to the collective.

In contrast, Anthony Smith believes that the symbolic ties to the past are more determinative
than Gellner and Hobsbawm allow for. Smith argues that the raw materials of cultural wealth are
not selected at random, as they must be affirmed and reaffirmed by each generation. That is, the
symbols, historical events, myths, and language must continue to have relevance for the current
community. Steven Mock puts it this way, “These elements have popular resonance only because
they are founded in living and continuous traditions authentic to most, if not all, of the
community in question, which unites the group and differentiates it from outsiders” (2012:23). In
other words, nations function as codified forms of social relations structured on shared elements,

which are not random or indiscriminate.

Smith’s approach acknowledges both the impact of modernity in creating the nation as an
organizing force in society as well as the continuity of the pre-modern ethnic sense of
community and communal destiny. He argues that nationalism, while a social construct, was not
easily manipulated by elites, because it is shaped by a pre-modern ethnic symbolic system. In a
way, Smith’s claim expands Deutsch’s theory that the nation is a network of social relations
based on a collective system of symbols by stating that this system of communication, based on

attachment to symbols, finds its roots in a pre-modern ethnic community.

To arrive at this conclusion, Smith first defines a nation as a “named and self-defining human
community, whose members cultivate shared myths, memories, symbols, values and disseminate
a distinctive public culture, and observe shared customs and common laws” (Smith 2009:184).
He also distinguishes the modern nation from the pre-modern ethnic community by using both

the terms nation and ethnie respectively. The first distinction is that, when Smith argues that the
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members of a nation “cultivate” the shared system of symbols, myths and values, he implies an
active, willed activity on the part of community members. Furthermore, just as a nation is an
ethnic group that attained collective self-awareness, Smith explains, an individual must hold a
conscious awareness of him or herself as part of a communal group. The development of group
awareness is pivotal to the transformation of an ethnie into a nation. This communal self-
awareness is evidenced through the use of pronouns: my nation or my people. In this way, the
individual and the group are intertwined, to the point that the health of the nation reflects the
health of the individual. Smith writes, “Just as ‘the nation’ is felt and willed and acted out, as
well as imagined, so many of the members of today’s nations feel that their own interests, needs
and welfare are bound up with the welfare and destiny of ‘their’ nation (Smith 2009:14). Thus,
the well-being of a nation itself is seen as an extension or expression of the individual’s well-

being.

While nations often form around a dominant ethnie that shares language, tradition, and religion,
even nations not formed by a single ethnic group may require some type of ethnic correlation and
employ a commonality of symbols to do so (Miller 1997). As Smith explains: “a coherent
mythology and symbolism of a community of history and culture became everywhere paramount
as a condition of national survival and unity. Without some ethnic lineage, the nation-to-be could
fall apart” (Smith 1991:42)—as evidenced by the growing number of failed or failing multi-
ethnic states around the world today. Ethnic identity thus remained a binding element of a nation.

While ethnicity was a major factor in uniting a nation, not all ethnic groups emerged as nations.

In order for an ethnie to develop into a nation, Smith states that certain religious and cultural
materials must be present. Smith argues that, while the structures of modernity are important to
the formation of the modern nation, the crucial elements are cultural. According to Smith’s
theory, these cultural elements include: the ethnic concept of being chosen; attachment to land;
longing for a past “golden era”; and, the belief in mass sacrifice for communal good (Smith
2000:256). These elements informed the structural cultural foundations of nations and remain
pivotal to the idea of the nation (Smith 2000:258). The social conditions that affect if and when a
nation will demand or assert national self-determination are multiple. According to Walker
Connor, two factors are essential for an ethnic group to move toward civil self-determination:

national consciousness (as discussed above) and the principle of popular sovereignty (2004:29).
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When these two aspects of national determination are present, the nation acquires—or aspires
toward — state-legitimacy (Connor 2004:32). Connor writes, “Since national consciousness is
one of the two necessary preconditions of the linkage of ethnicity and legitimacy, it follows that
group appreciation of that linkage has also emerged somewhat sporadically” (Connor 2004:32).
To understand why certain pre-modern ethnies emerged as nations while others did not, Connor

and Smith focus on how the symbolic organizes the institutions of nations.

For Smith and Connor, continuity, will, and emotion, are central to the emergence of the nation
(Conversi 2004). All the while the national symbols themselves, which include the state flag,
state emblem, currency, and shared language, remain entrenched in a historical shadow that
presupposes a commonalty of a bond including religion and origin. For this reason, “One cannot
become French Canadian. One is born French Canadian. But one can become a Quebecker”
(Marceau 2011:207). This example shows how nations are not only rooted in ethnic and
linguistic origins but also endure due to their formation around collective beliefs comprised of
sacred symbols, rituals, and religion. As Smith writes, “It is in the sphere of ‘religion’ that we
must seek primarily the sources of national attachments. Behind and beyond ethnicity, language,
and the state, albeit entwined with all three, lie the fundamental sacred sources of national
identity” (Smith 2000:5). In this view, nations manage but do not replace religion; religion and
nationalism form a reciprocal relationship, which reinforces national cohesion. “In this sense,”
says Smith, “modern nationalisms, starting with the French Revolution, are best viewed as forms
of a secular religion of the people, alongside or in opposition to traditional religions” (Smith
2000:187). In his analysis the nation represents the ultimate good — worthy of self-sacrifice, even
to the point of death. Nationalism was a reinterpretation and use of religious traditions as a form
of unifying power, wherein the “idea of the nation becomes the sacred communion of the
people” (Smith 2000:7). Nationalism, then, is distinct from patriotism, which may be understood
as loyalty to the state. Smith writes that patriotism is “the love of the territorial state,” while

nationalism is “the love of the ethnic nation” (Smith 2000:53). He goes on to state that,

The power of nationalism is not only a matter of ideology. Perhaps even more potent than
nationalist principles have been national symbols. These give concrete meaning and
visibility to the abstractions of nationalism. The representations and images of the nation

exert a profound influence over large numbers of people, exactly because they can be
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very widely disseminated by the media. In each of these media, specific images of the
nation and its liberation, its heroic past and its glorious future can be created and
purveyed, so that the nation ceases to be the abstract property of intellectuals and
becomes the immemorial imagined community of all those designated as its members and

citizens. (Smith 2000:73)

National symbols and the idea of the nation they convey are unparalleled in structuring social
relations and maintaining boundaries between societies (Armstrong 1982). A nation’s distinct
symbolic system, consisting of its rituals, memories, and traditions, is what separates and defines
it from other nations. It is through the use of these unique symbols that a shared social bond may
occur as a national identity. These representative resources become the framework for
transmitting the idea of the nation and socializing the next generation as members of a national
community. To understand how pre-modern ethnies provide the figurative structure for modern

nations, Smith proposes a new form of methodological inquiry, one he terms “ethnosymbolism”.
The Theory of Ethnosymbolism

The theory of ethnosymbolism focuses on symbols of national identity and the behaviors and

attitudes they generate. Smith explains ethnosymbolism this way:

As the name implies, ethnosymbolism regards the central components of ethnic and
national phenomena as sociocultural and symbolical, rather than demographic or
political. Including various symbols, like language, dress, emblems, rituals, and artefacts,
these elements consist in memories, myths, values, and traditions and in the
institutionalized practices that derive from them...Such symbolic clusters are both
subjective, in their reference to individual perceptions and beliefs, and objective because
their patterning produces a structure of social relations and cultural institutions that
persist across the generations, independent of any individual beliefs and perceptions.
(Smith 2009:66)

In this context, a nation is understood as a deposit of cultural and representative resources as well
as the site of collective bonds (Smith 2009). The function of symbolic resources is to structure

social relations. Ethnosymbolism expands the scope of the study of nations to consider and
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evaluate the instructive character of religion, memory, myth and tradition, particularly as this
influences the relationship between people and their homeland (Smith 2000). This view of
nations differs dramatically from other social constructionist conceptions of nations, which rely
heavily on rational actor theory (also known as radical choice theory), that is, the idea that people
are motivated to form nations because it increases their personal power and material wealth
(Gellner 1983, Hobsbawm 1999). Material gain and power maximization, while influential, may

not adequately explain the type of individual sacrifice, which national allegiance engenders.

Even so, as any single theory, ethnosymbolism as a methodology cannot fully explain the depth,
breadth, or complexity of social relations that underlie a nation. Indeed, even Smith understands
the limitation of this theory when he writes that it may “illuminate a corner of the broader canvas
only to leave the rest of it in untraversed darkness” (Smith 1998:220). Viewing the nation as a
symbolic resource, one which structures and maintains social relations, sheds light on the
normative function symbols and myths have. The work that follows will show how the national
movement of Zionism drew, and continues to draw, on the ethnosymbolism of the pre-modern
Jewish ethnie to generate communal will and emotion. As will be shown, Zionism is one reading,

among several, of Jewish history.
Ethnosymbolism and the Nation of Israel

In pre-modern ethnic communities, ideas, memories, and myths were transmitted from one
generation to another through organized religion. Ancient and medieval Jewish identities were
primarily religious; collective memory was based on the festival calendar, liturgy,
commemorative days, and rituals (Gelber 2011:218)."> Religious texts and rituals taught the
traditions particular to the ethnie, and perpetuated the social boundaries of an ethnic community
(Smith 1998). This was the function of Judaism in the pre-modern Jewish ethnie. In his text

Symbol and Theology in Early Judaism, Jacob Neusner describes Judaism as a system of

"2 Many argue that contemporary Jewish ethnicity is based in religion. For example, Akiva Orr writes, “The Jewish
culture is a religious culture. Religion rather than language, territory, biological origin, economic activity or shared
historical experience, binds Jews into an ethnic group” (Orr 1994:12). Continuing his line of thought, he writes non-
religious, secular Jews “have never produced a total philosophical critique of Jewish religion. They remain
dependent on religion to sustain their secular Jewish identity” (Orr 1994:13).
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communication (Neusner 1991). Judaic architecture and texts hold what has been called a
“symbolic discourse” expressing collective religious attitudes and sentiments (Neusner
2005:109). As early as the 5™ century CE, this symbolic discourse was established and reflected
a distinctly Judaic repertoire. Between 400 and 450 CE, “Judaism’s principal and indicative
doctrines, symbols, and beliefs came to full and complete expressions” (Neusner 1991b:212).
While this repertoire of symbols was standardized as a discourse, the divergent meaning of the
symbols as understood by various Jewish communities makes it difficult to discern any universal

meaning of the symbols in and of themselves.

This symbolic discourse found meaning only in relation to the written (Hebrew Bible) and oral
(Talmud) systems, known as the dual Torah. With the establishment of Rabbinic Judaism a set of
interpretations were derived from the dual Torah; these interpretations were based on the lived
experience of exile and return (Neusner 1991b:291). Rabbinic Judaism, as derived from a re-
reading of the Torah, offered an authoritative reinterpretation of Jewish texts and ritual practice,
and remained the common denominator among the symbols used by various Jewish communities
(Satlow 2006:135)."? Because the dual Torah constrained the varying meanings and
interpretations of Rabbinic Judaism, this symbolic discourse functioned as a form of theology,
which held as its end the communal elicitation of accepted or permitted attitudes (Neusner
1991:200). This theology, in Neusner’s words, was “not so many ideas that we are to affirm but
attitudes that we are to nurture in our hearts” (1991:xiv). The power of symbolic discourse was
found in its ability to draw on the will and heart, rather than simply on reason. While the
meaning of the symbols varied depending on time and location, the dual Torah offered an
interpretive structure common to all forms of Judaism.'* Judaism, as an expression of the dual
Torah, functions as a narrative pattern that is timeless in its application (Neusner 2005:115). In

Judaism, history is dialogical, not linear. In this way, Judaism is ahistorical:

' Rabbinic Judaism continues to set the parameters of Jewish religious practice today, and in Isracl Rabbinic
Judaism continues to govern all mattes of life, including, birth (who is a Jew), marriage, and death (who is buried
where).

"t is noteworthy that what is being termed Judaism encompasses a variety of different religious systems holding to
Judaic traditions. While there are overriding theological doctrines within Judaism — such as the unity of God,
creation, covenant, prophetic revelation, and redemption — these are interpreted and adapted by various Jewish
communities in different ways. Judaism is an umbrella term that includes a diversity of ritual practices.

26



The concept of history as we know it, and as Scripture knows it, surrenders to an
altogether different way of conceiving time [...] With distinctions between past, present
and future time found to make no difference [...] so that past, present, and future meet in

the here and now. (Neusner 2005:196)

This experience of Judaism as ahistorical offers greater understanding of how symbols transcend
time. Moreover, this way of reading symbols, as concrete elements of a timeless narrative,
reveals how collective memory is embodied in a nation’s ethnosymbolism. The symbols
themselves act as a bridge between time an