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ר    י הִזּהֵ֑ מּה בּנִ֣ ר מֵהֵ֖ ויְתֵֹ֥

ץ֔ ין קֵ֔ ים הַרְבּה֙ אֵ֣ ות סְפָרִ֤ ֹ֨ עֲשׂ
בּשׂר יגעת הרבּה רולהג ת בּשֽׂ גְִעַ֥ ה  הַג הַרְבּ֖ ולְַ֥

)""ל( )ב"ב י"קהלת י(

And further, by these, my son, be admonished: 
of making many books [there is] no end;of making many books [there is] no end;
and much study [is] a weariness of the flesh.

(Ecclesiastes 12 : 12)
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Meaning (1)?

• There are millions of books written on the Bible 
and religion, billions on all subjects. 
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The Supermarket between Harvard and MITThe Supermarket between Harvard and MIT,
Cambridge Massachusetts USA



Meaning (2)?

• Does the Biblical verse suggest that books 
written on any subject other than God’s wisdom 
will only proliferate the uselessness of man’s 
thinking?
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I must study Politicks and War that my sons may 
have liberty to study Mathematicks and 
Philosophy. Philosophy. 
My sons ought to study Mathematicks and 
Philosophy, Geography, natural History, Naval 
Architecture, navigation, Commerce and , g ,
Agriculture, 
in order to give their Children a right to study 
Painting, Poetry, Musick, Architecture, Statuary, 
T t  d P l iTapestry and Porcelaine.

John Adams (second President of the United States in 1797–
1801) to Abigail Adams
[post 12 May 1780]
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[post 12 May 1780]
Adams Family Correspondence, 3:342



Given that today is 4 July, y y
Here are relevant words of 

two Americans:
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On Children / Khalil Gibran
Your children are not your childrenYour children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life's 
longing for itselflonging for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong And though they are with you yet they belong 
not to you.
You may give them your love but not your y g y y
thoughts,
For they have their own thoughts.
Y   h  h i  b di  b   h i  You may house their bodies but not their 
souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of For their souls dwell in the house of 
tomorrow,
which you cannot visit, not even in your 
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You may strive to be like them,
but seek not to make them like you.

 lif    b k d  i  For life goes not backward nor tarries 
with yesterday. 
Y  th  b f  hi h  You are the bows from which your 
children as living arrows are sent 
forth.forth.
The archer sees the mark upon the 
path of the infinite,
and He bends you with His might
that His arrows may go swift and far.
Let o  be di g i  the a che 's ha d 

Marianna, Khalil's Sister 
(Painting by Khalil Gibran)

Let your bending in the archer's hand 
be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that For even as He loves the arrow that 
flies, so He loves also the bow that is 
stable.
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Th i i l iThe main controversial question 
of today’s lecture:of today s lecture:

Does the Hebrew BibleDoes the Hebrew Bible 
need to be translated intoneed to be translated into 
Israeli (Revived Hebrew)?Israeli (Revived Hebrew)?
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The Hebrew Bible 
ought to be 
taught in Israel 
like a foreign 
language.

In this lecture I endorse 
Tanakh RAM, Avraham
Ahuvia's recently‐y
published translation of 
the Hebrew Bible intothe Hebrew Bible into 
what I call high‐register 
'I li’
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ֹ מִפּי עוֹלְלִים ויְנְֹקִיםוֹלל

)'ג'חתהלים( ם( )גחתהל
Out of the mouth of babes and 
kl h h f d d hsucklings hast Thou founded strength



I suppose the process of acceptance will I suppose the process of acceptance will 
pass through the usual four stages: 
1. This is worthless nonsense. 
2. This is an interesting, but perverse, 

point of view. 
3 This is true  but quite unimportant3. This is true, but quite unimportant.
4. I always said so.

John Burdon Sanderson 
H ld (1963 464)Haldane (1963: 464)



If you talk to a man in a language he understands,

that goes to his head. 

If you talk to him in his languageIf you talk to him in his language, 

that goes to his heart.     (Nelson Mandela)



• In 1996 President Ezer Weizman visited the University ofIn 1996 President Ezer Weizman visited the University of 

Cambridge to familiarize himself with the famous collection of 

medieval Jewish manuscripts known as the Cairo Genizah. 

• He was introduced to the Regius Professor of Hebrew. Hearing 

'Hebrew', the friendly president clapped the don on the shoulder 

and asked ma nishma, the common Israeli 'what's up?' greeting,and asked ma nishma, the common Israeli what s up?  greeting, 

which is, in fact, a loan translation of the Yiddish phrase vos hert

zikh, usually pronounced vsertsekh and literally meaning 'what's 

heard?'.
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• To Wei man's astonishment the disting ished Hebre• To Weizman's astonishment, the distinguished Hebrew 
professor did not have the faintest clue whatsoever about what 
the president 'wanted from his life'. p

• As an expert of the Old Testament, he wondered whether 
Weizman was alluding to Deuteronomy 6:4: 'Shema` Yisra’el' 
(Hear, O Israel). 

• Knowing neither Yiddish• Knowing neither Yiddish
• Russian (chto slyshno)
• Polish (co słychać)Polish (co słychać), 
• nor Romanian (ce se aude) –
• let alone Israeli (a.k.a. 'Modern Hebrew') –( )
• the Cantabrigian don had no chance whatsoever of guessing 

the actual meaning of this beautiful, economical expression.
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• Edward Ullendorff who passed away in 2011 claimedEdward Ullendorff, who passed away in 2011, claimed 
that Isaiah could have easily understood Israeli.

• I propose that his statement is false – unless of course he 
referred to Isaiah Leibowitz yet another prophetreferred to Isaiah Leibowitz, yet another prophet. 

T b i ith I i h th Bibli l ld h f d it• To begin with, Isaiah the Biblical would have found it 
extremely difficult to even decode the European 
pronunciation of Israeli speakerspronunciation of Israeli speakers. 

B h i d h l h h i l• But the more important – and much less hypothetical –
question is: Do Israelis understand Isaiah?

23The University of Adelaide



• Israelis not only do not understand the Hebrew Bible, but 

much worse: they misunderstand it without even realising it! 

• By and large, Israeli speakers are the worst students in 

advanced studies of the Bible.

• I love both Hebrew and Israeli, and in the last 20 years I have 

argued that the Hebrew Bible ought to be translated into the 

contemporary language of Israel. Against this background, I p y g g g g

was delighted to hear about the recent publication of 'Tanakh

RAM'RAM .
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• Tanakh RAM is the first translation of the Hebrew Bible into Israeli. 

It is the result of four-year hard work by the impressively-

experienced Bible teacher Avraham Ahuvia, as well as the insightful p , g

publisher Rafi Moses, acronymized in the biblionym RAM. 

• Each page in Tanakh RAM has two columns: On the right side 

appears the Hebrew text and on the left side the translation into 

Israeli. 

• The Israeli translation includes two advantages vis à vis the original• The Israeli translation includes two advantages vis-à-vis the original 

text: punctuation such as commas, and division into sections with an 

i t titlappropriate title.
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• Moses contacted Ahuvia in 1999 and the latter completed the 

work in 2004. Initially, in June 2008, RAM Publishing House 

(owned by Moses) and Rekhes Publishing House published 14 

b kl t f i il d hi h h l t d tbooklets for primary pupils and high school students. 

• The booklets included specific Biblical chapters according to 

the national syllabus. 

• In 2010, 2011 and 2012, RAM and Yediot Akharonot

publishing houses produced the translation of the Torah, 

Former Prophets and Latter Prophets respectively.

26The University of Adelaide



• Harsh opposition has followed. Zvi Zameret, till July 2011 head of pp y

Israel Education Ministry's pedagogical council, defined Tanach

RAM as 'a disaster of Biblical proportions'RAM as a disaster of Biblical proportions . 

• Although he admits that 'the Bible teaching situation is deteriorating 

l i l ' h f d fi i l d d l d i 2011alarmingly', he focused on financial excuses and declared in a 2011 

interview in Haaretz that 'there's an unequivocal order to schools not 

to use Tanakh RAM. 

• We see this rewriting of the Bible as one of the greatest disasters to 

Bible studies'. Disturbingly, Zameret cited former Education 

Ministry Director General Shimshon Shoshani as saying 'bring meMinistry Director General Shimshon Shoshani as saying bring me 

principals [whose schools use Tanakh RAM] and we'll hang them in 

the city square!' (sic)the city square!  (sic).
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• Unlike the Hebrew myth that Zameret obviously adheres to, 

the Israeli language is a fascinating and multifaceted 120 year-

old Semito European hybrid languageold Semito-European hybrid language. 

• It is mosaic rather than only Mosaic. Its grammar is based not 

only on 'sleeping beauty' Hebrew, but simultaneously also on 

Yiddish the revivalists' mother tongue as well as on a plethoraYiddish, the revivalists  mother tongue, as well as on a plethora 

of other languages spoken by the founders of Israeli, e.g. 

Polish, Russian, German, Ladino and Arabic.
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i h di l' d i i i i i ll• Notwithstanding, Israel's Education Ministry axiomatically assumes 

that Israeli is simply an organic evolution of Hebrew and that the 

Bible is thus written in the very same language - albeit in a higher 

register, of course - spoken by Israeli pupils at primary and g , p y p p p y

secondary schools. 

• Needless to say, the publishers of Hartom-Cassuto and other 

volumes providing numerous glosses to the unfathomable Biblical 

verses, have benefited immensely from such conservatism, which 

might be related to self-righteousness, hubris or simply blindness on g g , p y

behalf of Israel's educational system.
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• How many Israelis can really fathom 'tohu wavohu' or 'tehom' 

(Genesis 1:2), the Israeli misleading, wrong senses being 'mess' and 

'abyss' respectively? 

• Most Israelis understand yeled sha`ashu`im' (Jeremiah 31:19, King 

James 20) as 'playboy' rather than 'pleasant beloved child'James 20) as 'playboy' rather than 'pleasant, beloved child'. 

• 'Ba'u banim `ad mashber' (Isaiah 37:3) is interpreted by Israelis as 

'children arrived at a crisis' rather than as 'children arrived at the 

mouth of the womb, to be born'. ,

• ''Adam le`amal yullad' (Job 5:7) is taken to mean 'man was born to 

do productive work' rather than 'mischief' or 'trouble' - this sentence 

stands as an accusation of the inherent wickedness of mankind.
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• Who knows what '`egla meshulleshet' (Genesis 15:9) is?: a• Who knows what egla meshulleshet  (Genesis 15:9) is?: a 

triangular heifer? three calves? a third heifer? a cow weighing 

three weight units? a three-legged heifer?

• If you studied the RAM Bible, you would know because its 

translation into Israeli is as egla bat shalosh ('an heifer of three 

years old' see also the King James Version which is oftenyears old , see also the King James Version, which is often 

more accessible to Israelis that the Hebrew Bible itself).
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• Tanakh RAM fulfills the mission of 'red 'el ha`am' not only in 

its Hebrew meaning (Go down to the people) but also – more 

i t tl i it Yiddi h i (' d' i ' k!'importantly – in its Yiddish meaning ('red' meaning 'speak!', as 

opposed to its colourful communist sense). 

• Ahuvia's translation is most useful and dignified. Given its 

high register, however, I predict that the future promises g g p p

consequent translations into more colloquial forms of Israeli, a 

b if ll l i l d d i i l l i dbeautifully multi-layered and intricately multi-sourced 

language, of which to be proud.
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"Th  Bibl  i  th  l t b k t  I li th ""The Bible is the closest book to Israeli youth."

(David Ben-Gurion, 1957)

. ך"כספר התנ– אין ספר כל כך קרוב לנוער בארץ 

A quote from a letter by David Ben-Gurion to Professor Nathan  

Rotenstreich, 28 March 1957, – see Shapira (2005, p. 133).
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• As Nietzsche once said:

Alle Dinge die lange leben werden allmählich so mit Vernunft durchtränktAlle Dinge, die lange leben, werden allmählich so mit Vernunft durchtränkt, 

dass ihre Abkunft aus der Unvernunft dadurch unwahrscheinlich wird. Klingt

nicht fast jede genaue Geschichte einer Entstehung für das Gefühl paradox undnicht fast jede genaue Geschichte einer Entstehung für das Gefühl paradox und 

frevelhaft?(Nietzsche 1881: Book I: Section 1, cf. 1971: V:i:15)

“Whatever lives for a long time is gradually so saturated with reason, that its 

irrational origins become improbable. Does not almost every accurate history 

of the origin of something sounds paradoxical and sacrilegious to our 

feelings?”
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Biblical Hebrew and the Israeli Language

• I maintain that there is a substantial connection between 

understanding – or rather not understanding or 

misunderstanding the Hebrew language and the low pointmisunderstanding – the Hebrew language, and the low point 

reached by Bible Studies today. 

• Bible teaching in Israel relies on the premise that the ancient 

Biblical language and the mother tongue of most Israelis is oneBiblical language and the mother tongue of most Israelis is one 

and the same. Almost all relevant linguistic studies aim to 

substantiate this thesis. Analysis shows that this theory is 

manifested in two ways:manifested in two ways:
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• On the one hand, some studies celebrate the "resurrection of 

Hebrew", which they presume to have occurred at the 

b i i f th t ti th t Th i th i ibeginning of the twentieth century. They praise the pioneering 

and important enterprise of Eliezer Ben–Yehuda, which is 

generally described as a heroic miracle that brought about the 

revival of Hebrew speech In this context the language spokenrevival of Hebrew speech. In this context, the language spoken 

in modern Israel is perceived to be the language of the Bible 

resurrected from the dead, much like the dry bones that 

Ezekiel saw in his vision or the famous Sleeping BeautyEzekiel saw in his vision, or the famous Sleeping Beauty, 

awakening from 1750 years of sleep.
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• On the other hand, different studies tackle that alleged miracle 

by presenting an alternative theory This theory holds that "theby presenting an alternative theory. This theory holds that "the 

revival of Hebrew" did not take place at all: Hebrew had not 

died, but rather maintained its consecutive existence from the 

Biblical period onwards until the modern eraBiblical period onwards until the modern era.
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• Aviezer Ravitzky, a prominent scholar of Jewish 

hil h d th l ti hi b t Cl i l G k dphilosophy, compared the relationship between Classical Greek and 

Modern Greek to the relationship between Biblical and 

contemporary Hebrew. Ravitzky argued that, whereas Greek is

characterized by an unbridgeable gap between these two languages, 

Hebrew users do not face such a chasm:

Modern Greek, for example, boasts many similarities to its ancestor, yet a speaker 

of the current language must struggle to read ancient texts. The Modern Hebrewf g g gg

speaker, however, moves smoothly through the Bible. (Ravitzky, 2000, pp. 13-14)
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• A similar view was expressed in an introduction to a linguistic
di i h ld 30discussion held some 30 years ago: 

If you give an Israeli child a piece of Hebrew-engraved pottery thousands of years

old, he would probably read the engraved writing without difficulty and would

d d i Thi k bl f i h ld bunderstand its content to some extent. This remarkable fact is held by many as 

conclusive evidence testifying to the unique qualities of Hebrew and to the 

difference between Hebrew and other languages (Kasher et al 1980 p 107)difference between Hebrew and other languages. (Kasher et al. 1980 p. 107)
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• We cannot discuss here the multifarious ideas raised by that discourse. LetWe cannot discuss here the multifarious ideas raised by that discourse. Let 

us, however, refer to an honest and courageous confession by Joseph 

Klausner (1957):Klausner (1957):

• While mourning the death of his mother, Klausner tried to read the Book of 

Job. He did not hesitate to admit the enormous difficulty that confronted 

him: "Instead of reading the Book of Job, I had to study it" (ibid., p. 36, 

emphasis in original).

• He found that the only solution was to read it in its French translation. He 

described his experience as follows: "The language was simple and 

intelligible, so that I could direct my thinking to the idea, admire the lofty g , y g , y

arguments, and find solace in my grief" (ibid. emphasis in original).
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• The Book of Job is indeed one of the most intricate, as well as the most obscure books of 

the Bible. Nevertheless, numerous chapters of the Torah, as well as chapters of prophecy, 

include verses that are as difficult to comprehend. The following verses appear in the 

T h i th b k f th P h t d i th K t i Th h l i l i l dTorah, in the books of the Prophets and in the Ketuvim. The school curriculum includes 

the following chapters which, like Job, should be thoroughly studied in order to meet the 

demands of the Bible Bagrút examination:demands of the Bible Bagrút examination: 

יכְֻפּר לַדּם אֲשׁר -הָאָרֶץ ולְָאָרֶץ לֹא-הָאָרֶץ אֲשׁר אַתּם בּהּ כּי הַדּם הוּא יחֲַניִף אֶת-תַחֲניִפוּ אֶת- ולֹא"•
)לג,במדבר לה" (אִם בּדַם שׁפְֹכו-בּהּ כּי-שׁפּךְ ךְ ְָֻ ְ)(

)ה, עמוס ד" (.וקְַטּר מֵחָמֵץ תּוֹדָה וקְִרְאוּ נדְָבוֹת הַשׁמִיעוּ כּי כֵן אֲהַבְתּם בּניֵ ישׂרָאֵל נאְֻם אֲדנֹיָ" •

ל" ֹ וֹ ל וֹ שׁ ל שׁלל )("וֹ )ג,עמוס ח( "מָקוֹם הִשׁלִיךְ הָס-והְֵילִילוּ שׁירוֹת הֵיכָל בּיּוֹם הַהוּא נאְֻם אֲדנֹיָ רַב הַפּגֶר בּכָל"•

- סִלּה כָל; אוּכַל קוּם-צַוּארִי הִכְשׁיל כּחִֹי נתְָננַיִ אֲדנֹיָ בּידֵי לֹא-נשׂקַד עלֹ פּשׁעַי בּידָוֹ ישׂתּרְגוּ עָלוּ עַל" •
בּת לבתוּלת אדנֹי דּרךְ גּת בּחוּרי לשׁבּרֹ מוֹעד עלי קרא בּקרבּי אדנֹי (יהוּדה-אבּירי א" -יד,איכה רַ אֲדנָ בּקִרְבּ קָרָא עָלַ מוֹעֵד לִשׁבּר בּחוּרָ גּת דּרַךְ אֲדנָ לִבְתוּלַת בּת כה א (הְוּדָהאַבּ ד,א

).טו
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Careful scrutiny of these verses reveals that they are y y
unfathomable to the average native Israeli speaker. 
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Ignorance is like a very delicate exotic fruit Touch it and the bloom is goneIgnorance is like a very delicate exotic fruit. Touch it and the bloom is gone. 
(The Importance of Being Earnest, Oscar Wilde)

And if, for all that, you do not obey Me, I will go on to discipline you sevenfold for your sins, and 
I will break your proud glory. I will make your skies like iron and your earth like copper, so that 
your strength will be spent to no purpose. Your land shall not yield its produce, nor shall the trees 
of the land yield their fruit. 

43

(Leviticus 26:18-20)

The University of Adelaide



• The biblical context is explicitly negative: the iron sky a sign of 

drought, the copper land an indication of barrenness – whilst the air g , pp

force poster suggests military power and fortitude. Clearly, the 

appropriation of the biblical verse involves a shift in the originalappropriation of the biblical verse involves a shift in the original 

meaning. Be that as it may, this shift may simply be due to the 

graphic designer’s ignorance of the verse’s original meaning and 

while ignorance is a cultural force in its own right, it is not one of 

the manipulative forces treated in this paper. But it is relevant to 

Gershom Scholem’s letter to Franz RosenzweigGershom Scholem s letter to Franz Rosenzweig.
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• Israeli, which somewhat misleadingly is also known as 

“Modern Hebrew”, is a fascinating and multifaceted 120 year-

old Semito-European hybrid languageold Semito European hybrid language. 

• It is mosaic rather than Mosaic tout court. Its grammar is

based not only on “sleeping beauty” – or “walking dead” –

Hebrew but simultaneously also on Yiddish theHebrew, but simultaneously also on Yiddish, the 

revivalists’ máme loshn (mother tongue), as well as on a 

plethora of other languages spoken by the founders of Israeli, 

e.g. Polish, Russian, German, Ladino and Arabic (seeg , , , (

Zuckermann, 2008, p. 27). 
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• Hebrew persisted as a very important literary, cultural and liturgical

language over the centuries and greatly influenced Israeli. 

• The inherent fallacy characteristic of the studies discussed above lies 

therefore in their over-emphasis on the Semitic elements of Israeli, 

namely its core-morphology and very basic vocabulary. 

Th di l k h i i i l d b Bi lik• These studies overlook the important principle suggested by Bialik 

and quoted at the beginning of this section. Bialik believed that the 

essence of a language is determined not only by its "volume", i.e. 

vocabulary but equally by the possible "combinations" of the samevocabulary, but equally by the possible combinations  of the same

words, namely the way they are used. 
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• Furthermore, the most important tool in analyzing Israeli is the 

Congruence Principle: If a linguistic feature exists in more than one 

contributing language (i.e., there is congruence, or overlapping), it is

more likely to persist in the emerging, target language. 

• This is a radical principle since it contradicts the Stammbaump p

(family tree) tool in historical linguistics. According to the family

tree each language has only one parenttree, each language has only one parent.

• But Israeli is a hybrid language, both Semitic and Indo-European. 

h b d iddi h i i ibBoth Hebrew and Yiddish act as its primary contributors, 

accompanied by an array of secondary contributors: Arabic,

Russian, Polish, German, Judaeo-Spanish (“Ladino”), English and 

so on. 

The University of Adelaide 47



• At this point, the Congruence Principle becomes useful. By 
acknowledging the possibility of overlapping multiple contributorsacknowledging the possibility of overlapping, multiple contributors, 
it weakens the family tree tool, and casts light on the complex
genesis of Israeligenesis of Israeli. 

• Thus any linguistic feature of Israeli should be explained in the light 
f ll th l th t h t ib t d t it I li i t lof all the languages that have contributed to it. Israeli is not only

multi-layered and multi-registered, but also multi-sourced (draws
f diff l )from many different languages).

• The Zionist enterprise has consciously revived an ancient language
that died as a mother tongue in the second century CE. Some 1750 
years later it was brought back to life by charismatic saviours who
resurrected that dead skeleton while energizing it – often
inadvertently – with their own vigorous mother tongues.
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Seven Jews have changed the world:g

• Moses  
• Jesus  
• Marx
• Freud
• Sapir
• Zuckerberg
• Einstein

Edward Sapir (1884–1939)
Linguist and anthropologistLinguist and anthropologist



Lads/Lasses IDEOLOGY AND HYBRIDITY: 

The Hebrew Revival: 

British actor Stephen Fry interviewing Prof. Ghil‘ad 
ZuckermannZuckermann. 

(BBC 7 5 minutes)
Land

(BBC, 7.5 minutes)

http://vimeo com/channels/357807/44019045http://vimeo.com/channels/357807/44019045







The Relative Success of Language g g
Reclamation

The success of language revival is relative.

(No language reclamation can be fully successful.)

‘Not that there’s anything wrong with that!’
(Jerry Seinfeld)



Butterflies, languages and beauty

Better a dirty  injured Better a dirty, injured 
butterfly that is alive

than
 f l b if l b fl  a perfectly-beautiful butterfly 
stuck on the wall.

An alive Barngarla Aboriginal language, albeit 
hybridic, mixed and cross-fertilized, is better than 
an authentic, pure, perfect Barngarla that is dead.



Visual oxymoron



Demystifying the Hebrew Revival 1: 

In reality, Revived Hebrew is a hybrid 
l !language!
Hybrid Vigour / Non ho studiato ornitologia!A pheonicuckoo cross with some magpie characteristicsy g / gA pheonicuckoo cross with some magpie characteristics

Phoenix

Cuckoo

Magpie

Cuckoo



A reclaimed language as a 
pheonicuckoo cross with some 

ma pie hara teristi smagpie characteristics



The relationship between Hybridity and DiversityThe relationship between Hybridity and Diversity

Hybridization results in new diversity!



Demystifying the Hebrew Revival 2:Demystifying the Hebrew Revival 2: 

In reality, the revivalists were a small, unsupported y
group!

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world. 

Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

Controversially attributed to Margaret Mead 
(controversial American cultural anthropologist, 1901‐1978)



Eliezer Ben‐Yehuda, Eliezer Ben‐YehudaEliezer Ben Yehuda, 
the main Hebrew revivalist

Eliezer Ben Yehuda 
the grandson



• Let us begin with several examples that demonstrate theLet us begin with several examples that demonstrate the 

common misreading of Biblical expressions by Israelis (cf. 

Zuckermann, 2008, p. 65):

• A. Most Israelis understand “yéled sha‘ashu‘ím” (Jeremiah 31:19) as “playboy” rather than 

“pleasant child”. 

• B. Bá’u baním ‘ad mashbér” (Isaiah 37:3) is interpreted by Israelis as “children arrived at a 

crisis” rather than as “children arrived at the mouth of the womb, to be born”. 

C "K l h ’ hi h d‘i ki h h l ’ l hi ’ ħ i " (J i h 44 15) i• C. "Kol ha’anashim hayod‘im ki meqaţrot neshehem le’elohim ’aħerim" (Jeremiah 44: 15) is 

understood by some Israelis as ‘all the men who know that their wives are complaining to 

other gods’ rather than ‘all the men who knew that their wives had burned incense unto otherother gods  rather than all the men who knew that their wives had burned incense unto other 

gods’.
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• Israelis might understand the most general meaning of “bereshit- bara

’elohim ’et hashamayim we’et ha’arets” (Genesis 1:1: In the beginning God 

created the heaven and the earth) but very few would be able to explain the 

construct-state nomen regens (nismákh) bereshít-: in the beginning of 

what?what? 

• And how many Israelis could fathom the sequence of time in this sentence: 

were heaven and earth created at the same time? Is it, therefore, possible 

that the expression ‘the heaven and the earth’ here refers to the cosmos or 

world in general? Almost all Israelis do not understand "Heaven and Earth" 

in its original meaning, which is “cosmos” or “world”. g g,

• This is a Hebrew merismus which is not common in Israeli, a means to 

f bj b if i i drefer to an object by specifying its two ends
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• How many Israelis can really fathom “tohu wavohu” or• How many Israelis can really fathom tohu wavohu  or 

“təhom” (Genesis 1:2)? 

• The Israeli senses are “mess, chaos” and “abyss” respectively, 

but a more reliable interpretation of these terms is "desolate 

and empty" and “water” respectively. p y p y

• The problem seems to be that some alleged Bible experts tend 

to read the text anachronistically, as if it were composed in 

their Israeli languagetheir Israeli language.
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There are hundreds of examples of words that are frequently 
mis nderstood and e m st keep in mind that the Bible containsmisunderstood, and we must keep in mind that the Bible contains 
only 8000 different words. Let us look at some more examples:

• לֵב - חֲסַר (pronounced in Israeli as khasár lev) (a few references 
to the book of Proverbs) is "stupid", not "cruel" – since in 
Hebrew the heart is where thoughts are placed, not feelings.

( d i  I li d á) (  I i h ) i  • דּעָה (pronounced in Israeli as deá) (e.g. Isaiah 11:9) is 
objective, not subjective knowledge.

• pronounced in Israeli as)בּטְניִם  botním) (Genesis 43:11) is a 
type of fruit, but certainly not the Israeli peanut.

• pronounced in Israeli as)צְלִיל  tslil) (Judges 7:13) is “bread” 
rather than “sound”.
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• ניִחוֹחַ  (pronounced in Israeli as nikhóakh) (e.g Exodus 
29:18) is "giving pleasure" rather than “good smell”29:18) is giving pleasure  rather than good smell .

• ירקרק (pronounced in Israeli as yerakrák) (Leviticus רְַקְרַק (pronounced in Israeli as yerakrák) (Leviticus 
13:49) is not "weak green" but rather "strong green".

• יוֹצֵא צָבָא  (pronounced in Israeli as yotsé tsavá) 
(Chronicles II 25:5) has not yet joined the army.

• לְרבֹ אֶחָיו  (pronounced in Israeli as leróv ekháv) (Esther 
10:3) means "to his many brothers" rather than “to most 10:3) means to his many brothers  rather than to most 
of his brothers”.

• pronounced) פּחָם in Israeli as pekhám) (e.g. Isaiah
54:16) is “fire, heat” rather than “coal”.
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h f h ld b i d h• Therefore we should not be surprised when we encounter 

in a northern Israeli kibbutz a sign saying אָדָם לְעָמָל יוּלָּד  - כִּי

‘ådåm lə‘åmål yullåd (Job 5: 7). 

h d b l “ b d• This is interpreted by Israelis as “man was born to do 

productive work” rather than “man was born to do 

mischief”. 

h bl l d f h• This Biblical sentence stands as an accusation of the 

inherent wickedness of mankind.
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• In many cases there is a process of specification: a general• In many cases there is a process of specification: a general 

meaning in Hebrew becomes a specific meaning in Israeli.

For example, Biblical Hebrew
• pronounced in Israeli as)עֻגָה  ugá) (Kings I 17:13) is any 

ki d f il i likind of pastry, not necessarily a sweet one as in Israeli; 
•  ”is “Herbaceous plant (e.g. Genesis 1:11) (déshe)דּשׁא 

th  th  “ ”rather than “grass”;
•  is “bird” rather (e.g. Leviticus 11:18) (tinshémet)תּנשׁמֶת 

than “owl”; לרקודthan owl לרקוד ;
•   (lirkód) means “hop, jump” rather than “dance”. 
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• Most importantly, however, the available examples are 

far from being only lexical: Israelis are incapable of g y p

recognizing moods and aspects in the Bible. 

• For example,  נפִַּילָה גוֹרָלוֹת nappíla goralót “let us cast lots” 

(Jonah 1:7) was thought by some Israelis we have ( 7) g y

examined to be rhetorical future rather than cohortative, 

h l f l l f dthe latter apparent, for example, in Israeli ‘yefutar asad’ 

(may Assad be fired!).
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• Despite 11 years of Biblical training, Israeli-speakers fail to 

internalize that whereas in Israeli there is a past present future tenseinternalize that whereas in Israeli there is a past-present-future tense

distinction, in Biblical Hebrew there is a perfect/imperfect aspect

distinction. 

Th till d t d th f t t ( ’ “ id” i “I• They still understand the perfect aspect (e.g. ’amar “said” as in “I 

will have said…”) as if it were past tense. The imperfect aspect (e.g. 

yomar “would/will say” as in “I thought I would say…”) is 

i d t d th f t tmisunderstood as the future tense. 
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• In reality, a Biblical verb in the perfect aspect – which Israelis take to be past tense – can 

refer to a completed action in the future – cf., mutatis mutandis, the Israeli colloquial 

question “záznu?” (literally “have we gone/moved?”), which can be used instead of 

“yala bay”, i.e. “let’s go”. 

• Tironut (IDF recruit training) commanders sometimes issue orders in a sadaút session 

(“fieldcraft”, etymologically unrelated to sadism): “od khamésh dakót hayítem kan!” 

(Within five minutes you will have been here), hayítem being in Israeli grammatically ( y ), y g g y

past but actually referring in this specific colloquial case to an action in the future. 

• In the Hebrew Bible heyitém refers regularly – not only colloquially – to an action that• In the Hebrew Bible, heyitém refers regularly – not only colloquially – to an action that 

has been completed, regardless of whether or not it is in the past or future – hence the 

term “aspect” rather than “tense” Such a Biblical mindset is in harsh contradistinction toterm aspect  rather than tense . Such a Biblical mindset is in harsh contradistinction to 

the Weltanschauung of the Homo sapiens sapiens israelicus vulgaris and to the way 

Israelis read the BibleIsraelis read the Bible.
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• The order of words in a sentence is also completely different in Biblical Hebrew than it 

is in Israeli. Ask Israelis what “’avaním shaħaqú máyim” (Job 14:19) means and they 

will tell you that the stones eroded the water. 

• On second thought, they might guess that semantically it would make more sense that 

the water eroded the stones. 

• Yet such an Object-Verb-Subject constituent-order is ungrammatical in Israeli. 

• Standard canonical order in an Israeli sentence as well as in sentences in Indo European• Standard canonical order in an Israeli sentence, as well as in sentences in Indo-European 

languages is Subject-Verb-Object.

• This order is different from the common order in Biblical Hebrew, and in other Semitic 

languages. 

• The common order in these languages would usually be Verb-Subject-Object. A standard 

Biblical verse is written in the form: אֶל משֶֹׁה' וַידְַבֵּר ה “And spoke the Lord unto Moses”.
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• Linguists utilize advanced scientific means such asLinguists utilize advanced scientific means, such as 
(1) inspecting the way Biblical expressions function in various other 

contexts and figuring out their meaning accordingly;contexts and figuring out their meaning accordingly; 

(2) comparing Biblical chapters to legal documents and other texts that 

were composed in Biblical times; 

(3) comparing a Biblical text to its earliest translations prepared   by 

scholars proficient in Biblical Hebrew. These measures provide a more 

reliable linguistic understanding of Biblical language than that acquired 

by laymen.
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For a different lecture:For a different lecture:

פסחפסח
Does not mean Pass Over but rather Divine protection.
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Russell Hoban (children’s writer, 1925‐2011 – cf. 
Haffenden 1985: 138):

Language is an archaeological vehicle, 
f ll f th t f d d d li ifull of the remnants of dead and living 
pasts, lost and buried civilizations and p ,
technologies. 
The language we speak is a wholeThe language we speak is a whole 

palimpsest f h ff tpalimpsest of human effort 
and history.and history.



Concluding Remarks

P J h P l II i iti I l

g

Pope John Paul II visiting Israel

Ben‐Gurion’s wishBen Gurion s wish

Amos Oz on Menachem Begin
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1. CONFESSION ON THE SUBJECT OF OUR LANGUAGE
((BekenntnisBekenntnis überüber unsereunsere SpracheSprache) ) 
A Letter by A Letter by GershomGershom ScholemScholem to Franz to Franz RosenzweigRosenzweig, , 

• This country is a volcano. It houses language. One speaks here of 
thi th t ld k f il O k th

26 December 26 December 19261926

many things that could make us fail. One speaks more than ever 
today about the Arabs. 

• But more uncanny than the Arab people [unheimlicher als dasBut more uncanny than the Arab people [unheimlicher als das 
arabische Volk] another threat confronts us that is a necessary
consequence [mit Notwendigkeit] of the Zionist undertaking: What 
b h ‘ li i [Ak li i ]’ f H b ? M hiabout the ‘actualization [Aktualisierung]’ of Hebrew? Must not this 

abyss of a sacred language handed down to our children break out 
again? Truly, no one knows what is being done here. g y, g

• One believes that language has been secularized, that its apocalyptic 
thorn has been pulled out [ihr den apokalyptischen Stachel
ausgezogen zu haben]. But this is surely not true. 
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• The secularization of language is only a façon de parler, a ready-The secularization of language is only a façon de parler, a ready
made phrase. It is absolutely impossible to empty out words filled to 
bursting, unless one does so at the expense of language itself. 

• The ghostly Volapük spoken here in the streets points precisely to 
the expressionless linguistic world in which the ‘secularization’ of 
language could alone be possible If we transmit to our children thelanguage could alone be possible. If we transmit to our children the 
language that has been transmitted to us, if we – the generation of 
the transition [das Geschlecht des Übergangs] – resuscitate the 
l f h i b k h i l i lflanguage of the ancient books so that it can reveal itself anew to 
them, must then not the religious violence of the language one day 
break out against those who speak it [gegen ihre Sprecherbreak out against those who speak it [gegen ihre Sprecher
ausbrechen]? 

The University of Adelaide 77



• And on the day this eruption occurs, which generation will 

suffer its effects [und welches Geschlecht wird diesersuffer its effects [und welches Geschlecht wird dieser

Ausbruch finden]? We do live inside this language, above an 

abyss, almost all of us with the certainty of the blind. But 

when our sight is restored we or those who come after uswhen our sight is restored, we or those who come after us, 

must we not fall to the bottom of this abyss? And no one 

knows whether the sacrifice of individuals who will be 

annihilated in this abyss will suffice to close it.y

The University of Adelaide 78



IDEOLOGICAL SECULARIZATION IN ISRAELIIDEOLOGICAL SECULARIZATION IN ISRAELI

DEIFYING Zionism (The Nation/State as the New God)
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But manipulative secularization is the topic for another 
lecture…

Thank you.
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Concluding RemarksConcluding Remarks

• In 1953, Bible teacher Meir Bloch wrote: "The Bible is notIn 1953, Bible teacher Meir Bloch wrote: The Bible is not 
appreciated by Israeli youth. They never study it or read it for 
their own pleasure. 
A h d l i h i i d h ú• At most they deal with it in order to pass the Bagrút
(matriculation) examinations. This state of affairs requires 
discussion: What is the origin of that crisis? And what mightdiscussion: What is the origin of that crisis? And what might 
be the way to remedy the situation? "(Shapira, 2005, p. 114). 

• Bloch raised several more questions which can and indeed 
h ld b di d i h i f d iblshould be discussed in any gathering of present-day Bible 

teachers: "Which ideas and principles form the foundation of 
Biblical teaching so far? What might be the reasons for thatBiblical teaching so far? What might be the reasons for that 
failure? What is the state of the profession today? ... Which 
way shall we turn?" (ibid.) 
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• These honest and painful questions attest that Bible studies 
have been in a state of continuous failure for decades. Even if 
the Ministry of Education calls attention to a deterioration inthe Ministry of Education calls attention to a deterioration in 
Bible teaching due to budget cuts, we ought to admit that there 
has never been a golden age for Bible studies at Israeli s eve bee go de ge o b e s ud es s e
schools. 

• From the fin-de-siècle days of Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s son y
Itamar Ben-Avi till the twenty-first century, the mother tongue 
of Israeli children is Israeli, and not Hebrew. Consequently, 
I li hild l k h kill i d d d h BiblIsraeli children lack the skills required to understand the Bible 
effortlessly. It is essential to take full measures to help them do 
soso.
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• A consideration of David Ben Gurion’s assertion that "there is• A consideration of David Ben-Gurion s assertion that "there is

not even one Hebrew book...that is so close, intimate to the 

youth as the Bible" (p. 134) raises a suspicion that these

remarks, as well as the epigraph of this article, were writtenp g p

under the influence of his famous “Tanachomania” (p. 122). 

Sh i (2005) i d hi i hi h d b B• Shapira (2005) cited this expression, which was used by Ben–

Gurion's friends. She used it to describe their efforts to 

"enhance the status of the Bible while expressing contempt

and complete disapproval toward other components of Jewish-and complete disapproval toward other components of Jewish

Israeli culture" (p. 22.) 
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• Shapira further explained how Ben-Gurion’s attitude toward the Bible 

evolved. His thesis was that the status of the people of Israel as "the people 

of the book, the people of the prophets" (Shapira, 1997, p. 230) was the 

source of their spiritual distinctiveness, which was the key to their

mysterious survival throughout thousands of years of exile. Ben-Guriony g y

even attributed the victory in the War of Independence (1948-1949) to the 

power of Biblical prophetic spirit (ibid )power of Biblical prophetic spirit (ibid.). 

• Shapira explained that there was a correlation between conquering the land 

during the War of Independence and Ben-Gurion’s attitude towards the 

Bible on the one hand, and his underestimation of Jewish heritage in the 

Diaspora on the other (cf. negation of Diaspora and religion in Yadin and 

Zuckermann 2010)Zuckermann 2010).
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• Shapira’s study shows that after the war Ben Gurion began to argue• Shapira s study shows that, after the war, Ben-Gurion began to argue 

that the Bible could only be understood by Israelis who lived in the 

land of the Bible and were proficient in its language (ibid., p. 233).

• He maintained that the stories of the patriarchs and kings had "more p g

topicality, they are closer and more instructive and full of sap that is

essential for the generation which is born raised and living in theessential for the generation which is born, raised and living in the 

country" (p. 235).

• He added that "human and social values, which we favour, were

articulated in the highest intensity by the prophets. They comprise g y y p p y p

Jewish redemption as well as universal human salvation" (ibid.)
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• These quotations provide some explanation for those ostensibly naive

phrases cited above. 

• Evidently Ben-Gurion’s comments do not necessarily reflect an 

acquaintance with youngsters who are fluent in Biblical language.

• To be more precise they manifest his vision as well as his belief that theseTo be more precise, they manifest his vision, as well as his belief, that these

young people, who were struggling for the foundation of Israel, were in 

fact exemplifying Biblical values and reliving the lives of the patriarchsfact exemplifying Biblical values   and reliving the lives of the patriarchs. 

Ben-Gurion’s vision symbolized a quantum leap in space and time, 

ki i th d f f J i h i l i il d thskipping thousands of years of Jewish survival in exile, and on these

grounds he was heavily criticized. 

• Two of his harshest critics were the writer Haim Hazaz, and the 

philosopher Nathan Rotenstreich (pp. 235-240). 
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• However, in light of the fact that nowadays typical Israeli
children have no interest in the Bible, we cannot ignore Ben-
Gurion’s sentiment that this book can actually find a way into
the hearts of the youth and enrich their worldthe hearts of the youth and enrich their world. 

• When Ben-Gurion was asked which three books he would
choose to save if the world were destroyed he mentioned thechoose to save if the world were destroyed, he mentioned the 
Bible, Plato and Buddha (p. 238). 

• Elsewhere (in a letter to S. Yizhar) he mentioned Socrates, "theElsewhere (in a letter to S. Yizhar) he mentioned Socrates, the 
great teacher of Plato".

• Disappointed by his discussions with those allegedly smart pp y g y
Athenians, Socrates dedicated his life to conversations with
Athenian youth.

• He aimed to stimulate their analytical thinking and never
regretted his choice, although he payed for it with his own life.
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• That concern for education and for the optimal development of 

young people which was Socrates', as well as Ben-Gurion's, major 

concern must preoccupy contemporary educational leadership too. It p py p y p

is also clear that the difficulties in teaching the Bible and the 

Hebrew language are interrelated As explained above Israeli differsHebrew language are interrelated. As explained above, Israeli differs

from Hebrew in its lexis (vocabulary), syntax, tenses/aspects, 

semantics phonetics and phonology discourse etc The differencessemantics, phonetics and phonology, discourse etc. The differences

are fundamental and the two are genetically different. Linguistic

research proves the existence of a linguistic barrier that makes it

impossible to read the Bible in a direct and immediate manner. Bible 

teachers must therefore take into account that the Bible is by no 

means written in the native tongue of their Israeli pupils. 
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• Modern linguistics holds that the language acquisitionModern linguistics holds that the language acquisition 
mechanisms used in learning mother tongues are different 
from those used to acquire other languages   (cf. Chomsky, 
1957).

• Recent cognitive neuropsychological research (Ibrahim, 2009) 
provides additional scientific support for this theory, while 
adding an important dimension.
It h th t th t ti t diff t b i• It shows that mother tongue usage activates different brain 
centers than those active whilst using languages   that were 
acquired by other meansacquired by other means. 

• Neuropsychologist Rafiq Ibrahim (2010) examined this issue 
while trying to determine the cause of the repeated failure of y g p
Arab students in matriculation exams in Arabic language and 
literature.
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• His research discovered that students understand literary 
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, as a foreign language.

• It is their second or third language, Vernacular Arabic (e.g. 
Palestinian/Israeli Arabic) being their mother tongue, followed 
by the Israeli language to which they are exposed to fromby the Israeli language to which they are exposed to from 
childhood.

• However, so far these findings have not been acknowledged, , g g ,
let alone taken into consideration, when determining 
pedagogical methods and student assessment techniques.
D it th f l f A b d ti li t t t th• Despite the refusal of Arab educationalists to accept these 
findings, Ibrahim and his colleagues at Haifa University are 
developing new curricula that will qualify Arab students to p g q y
comprehend their classic culture. 
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• Jewish Israelis ought to adopt and implement this pedagogical 
lesson as welllesson as well. 

• Israel’s Education Ministry should attempt to free itself from 
the imprisoning purism prism, which might be somewhat p g p p , g
related to self-righteousness, hubris or simply conservatism or 
blindness. 
W h ld i h h h H b Bibl d• We should revise the way we teach the Hebrew Bible and treat 
it as foreign language classes – just like Latin, employing the 
most advanced alternative applied linguistics methods of pp g
second language teaching, which can be both joyful and 
memorable. 
S h h h i l d I li il ’• Such a measure has the potential to reduce Israeli pupils’ 
disdain for Bible lessons, as well as to attract more secular 
Jews to Biblical scholarship. p

• In fact, established Biblical scholars would benefit from such a 
move immensely. 
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• Rachel Halabe (2008) drew attention to the fact that while new• Rachel Halabe (2008) drew attention to the fact that while new 
methodologies, programmes and a great variety of learning aids are 
employed in teaching modern foreign languages, ancient languages 

till t ht b " h l f hi t th l h tare still taught by "scholars of history or theology who are not 
trained in foreign language pedagogy" (ibid.). 

• Recently, Magnes Press published Halabe’s (2011) three-volume y, g p ( )
textbook aimed at teaching Biblical Hebrew to native English 
speakers. 

• Halabe (2010) thoroughly explained the differences between• Halabe (2010) thoroughly explained the differences between 
Biblical Hebrew and Modern Hebrew, especially with regard to 
tenses, aspects and the way verbs are used. However, on p. 27 she 

l l i d th t ti “H b ” k ld llwrongly claimed that native “Hebrew” speakers could usually 
understand it intuitively. 

• We propose here not to discriminate against Israeli pupils and p p g p p
deprive them of their prerogative to learn the language of their 
ancestors.

The University of Adelaide 95



• Knowledge of the ancient layers of Israeli culture, its literature and 
philosoph is important not onl for strengthening Je ish identitphilosophy, is important not only for strengthening Jewish identity 
and expanding the horizons of the public living in Israel. 

• Public debates about religion, culture and civilization are commonPublic debates about religion, culture and civilization are common 
in Israel, across all social sectors. Such a controversy took place 
recently, concerning different versions of the "Yizkor" prayer in the 

ilit i l imilitary memorial ceremonies.
• The debate arose following the incumbent Chief of Staff's directive 

that the binding version will be "May God remember" and not "Maythat the binding version will be May God remember  and not May 
the people of Israel remember." Journalist Amos Harel (2011) 
referred to it as follows: 
This seemingly uncared-for question continues to disturb and excite bereaved parents, 

religious and secular people, as well as the military rabbinate. The opening words of "Yizkor" 

have great symbolic value, but the different versions probably reflect the deliberations of the 

army itself, in a period of complex social changes.
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• It is astonishing, yet emblematic, that a semi-intellectual newspaper
like Haaretz would report that the different versions reflect thelike Haaretz would report that the different versions reflect the 
deliberations of the army. 

• The journalist’s account strikingly lacks any awareness of the 
historical, linguistic and cultural background of this prayer and of its
previous formulae.
D t l k f t l b t thi i b t h ll• Due to lack of space we cannot elaborate on this issue but we shall
only note that Berl Katznelson set the wording "May the people of 
Israel remember" working from a medieval prayer that stated "May g p y y
God remember".

• This change was made   deliberately, and was motivated by a 
i d i k I l d G d bj f ll iconscious desire to make Israel and not God, an object of collective 

worship (cf. Yadin and Zuckermann 2010). 
• Even if the Haaretz military correspondent was unaware of thisEven if the Haaretz military correspondent was unaware of this

chain of events, he understood that the question of wording is only
"seemingly" uncared for, and that it continues to disturb and excite 
different groups in Israeli society.
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• Understanding the religious and historical heritage that is part-

d l f I li’ d il b l ill h l d l i hand-parcel of Israeli’s daily vocabulary will help to deal with

Israel’s complex moral and cultural issues. This dispute 

demonstrates that Gershom Scholem’s 1926 prediction is

occasionally coming true He argued that the spiritual meaningoccasionally coming true. He argued that the spiritual meaning

of Hebrew words would not just vanish, but that their loaded

religious meaning would continue to echo through secular use.
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• Having taken all this on board, we are obliged to give Israeli

youth a proper historical, literary and linguisticy p p , y g

education. Only genuine understanding of our religious-

lt l t diti id ith th i t t l fcultural tradition can provide us with the appropriate tools for 

dealing with the cultural crises that periodically divide Israeli

society. Only by taking this route can we avoid the escalation

of false, superficial and superfluous arguments. Only then will, p p g y

we succeed in using these crises as means for cultural 

irenaissance.
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• As to the future of Bible teaching in Israel, it would be in its best 
i t t t i b th id l d lf i htinterests to rise above the ideology and self-righteousness
characteristic of the Ministry of Education, which still advocates
th t I li k th l f th Bibl Th Bibl ht t bthat Israelis speak the language of the Bible. The Bible ought to be
taught as a foreign language, or at the least, it should be kept in 

i d h i l i diff f h l hi hmind that its language is different from the language which we
speak. 

To the Israeli Bible teacher let us say: 
"Let my people know!"Let my people know!
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The most complex Chinese character I have ever encountered, pronounced 
biáng, referring to a specific kind of noodles; Xi'an, China, 12 May 2012g, g p ; , , y



Shift Happens!Shift Happens!
Latin Bulgarus ‘Bulgarian’ > French bougre ’Bulgarian, heretic’ (11th century) > 

English bugger



I may be wrong
But I am certain!



I di f hI disapprove of what you 
say but I will defend to thesay, but I will defend to the 
death your right to say it.y g y

Evelyn Beatrice Hally
p. 199, of her 1906 book 
Th F i d f V lt iThe Friends of Voltaire
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L C l R li i dL C l R li i dLanguage, Culture, Religion and Language, Culture, Religion and 

NationhoodNationhood DEIFYING Zionism and DEFYING Religion:DEIFYING Zionism and DEFYING Religion:NationhoodNationhood DEIFYING Zionism and DEFYING Religion:DEIFYING Zionism and DEFYING Religion:

Ideological Secularization of Hebrew Terms within Israeli 

Israeli soldiers at Jerusalem's Western
(Wailing) Wall shortly after its capture 
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• The greatest 
virtue of a new 

• It is absolutely 
impossible to virtue of a new 

word is that it is 
not new.

impossible to 
empty out words 
filled to bursting, 

(Yechiel Michal Pínes, 
1893)

filled to bu sting, 
unless one does 
so at the expense 
of language itself. 
(Gershom Scholem, 
26 December 1926)26 December 1926)
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1. CONFESSION ON THE SUBJECT OF OUR LANGUAGE
((BekenntnisBekenntnis überüber unsereunsere SpracheSprache) ) 
A Letter by A Letter by GershomGershom ScholemScholem to Franz to Franz RosenzweigRosenzweig, , 26 26 December December 19261926

• This country is a volcano. It houses language. One speaks here of 
many things that could make us fail. One speaks more than ever 

d b h A btoday about the Arabs. 
• But more uncanny than the Arab people [unheimlicher als das 

arabische Volk] another threat confronts us that is a necessaryarabische Volk] another threat confronts us that is a necessary
consequence [mit Notwendigkeit] of the Zionist undertaking: What 
about the ‘actualization [Aktualisierung]’ of Hebrew? Must not this 
abyss of a sacred language handed down to our children break out 
again? Truly, no one knows what is being done here. 

• One believes that language has been secularized that its apocalyptic• One believes that language has been secularized, that its apocalyptic 
thorn has been pulled out [ihr den apokalyptischen Stachel
ausgezogen zu haben]. But this is surely not true. 
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• The secularization of language is only a façon de parler, a ready-The secularization of language is only a façon de parler, a ready
made phrase. It is absolutely impossible to empty out words filled to 
bursting, unless one does so at the expense of language itself. 

• The ghostly Volapük spoken here in the streets points precisely to 
the expressionless linguistic world in which the ‘secularization’ of 
language could alone be possible If we transmit to our children thelanguage could alone be possible. If we transmit to our children the 
language that has been transmitted to us, if we – the generation of 
the transition [das Geschlecht des Übergangs] – resuscitate the 
l f h i b k h i l i lflanguage of the ancient books so that it can reveal itself anew to 
them, must then not the religious violence of the language one day 
break out against those who speak it [gegen ihre Sprecherbreak out against those who speak it [gegen ihre Sprecher
ausbrechen]? 
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• And on the day this eruption occurs, which generation will 

suffer its effects [und welches Geschlecht wird diesersuffer its effects [und welches Geschlecht wird dieser

Ausbruch finden]? We do live inside this language, above an 

abyss, almost all of us with the certainty of the blind. But 

when our sight is restored we or those who come after uswhen our sight is restored, we or those who come after us, 

must we not fall to the bottom of this abyss? And no one 

knows whether the sacrifice of individuals who will be 

annihilated in this abyss will suffice to close it.y
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• The creators of this new linguistic movement believed blindly, 
and stubbornly, in the miraculous power of the language, and 
this was their good fortune. 
F l i h d ld h d h d i• For no one clear-sighted would have mustered the demonic 
courage to revive a language there where only an Esperanto 
could emerge They walk and walk still today spellboundcould emerge. They walk, and walk still today, spellbound 
[gebannt] above the abyss. 

• The abyss was silent and they have delivered the ancientThe abyss was silent and they have delivered the ancient 
names and seals over to the youth. We sometimes shudder 
when, out of the thoughtless conversation, a word from the 
religious sphere terrifies us, just there where it was perhaps 
intended to comfort. Hebrew is pregnant with catastrophes. 
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• It cannot and will not remain in its current state Our childrenIt cannot and will not remain in its current state. Our children 
no longer have another language, and it is only too true to say 
that they, and they alone, will pay for the encounter which we 
have initiated without asking, without even asking ourselves. 

• If and when the language turns against its speakers – it already 
does so for certain moments in our lifetime, and these are 
difficult to forget, stigmatizing moments in which the daring 
lack of measure of our undertaking reveals itself to us willlack of measure of our undertaking reveals itself to us – will 
we then have a youth capable of withstanding the uprising of a 
sacred language?g g
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• Language is Name [Sprache ist Namen]. In the names, the power of 

language is enclosed; in them, its abyss is sealed. After invoking the 

ancient names daily, we can no longer hold off their power. Called 

awake, they will appear since we have invoked them with great 

violence. Truly, we speak in rudiments; we truly speak a ghostly 

language [wir freilich sprechen eine gespenstische Sprache]: the 

names haunt our sentences. One or another plays with them in p y

writings and newspapers, lying to themselves or to God that this 

means nothing and often out of the ghostly shame of our languagemeans nothing, and often, out of the ghostly shame of our language, 

the power of the sacred speaks out. For the names have their own 

lif h d th t t hild h ld b h l llife – had they not, woe to our children, who would be hopelessly 

abandoned to the void.
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• Each word which is not newly created but taken from the ‘good old’ treasure is full to 

bursting. A generation that takes upon itself the most fruitful in our sacred traditions – our 

language – cannot live, were it to wish it a thousandfold, without tradition. 

• The moment the power stored at the bottom of the language deploys itself, the moment the 

‘ id [d G h ]’ th t t f l it f th th d‘said [das Gesprochene]’, the content of language, assumes its form anew, then the sacred 

tradition will again confront our people as a decisive sign of the only available choice: to 

submit or to go under. g

• In a language where he is invoked back to a thousandfold into our life, God will not stay 

silent. But this inescapable revolution of the language, in which the voice will be heard again, 

is the sole object of which nothing is said in this country. 

• Those who called the Hebrew language back to life did not believe in the judgment that was 

thus conjured upon us. May the carelessness, which has led us to this apocalyptic path, not 

bring about our ruin [Möge uns dann nicht der Leichtsinn, der uns auf diesem apokalyptischen

Weg geleitet zum Verderb werden]Weg geleitet, zum Verderb werden].  

Jerusalem, 7 Tevet 5687
Gerhard ScholemGerhard Scholem

(Translation by Anidjar, see Derrida 2002: 226-7) 
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2. NON-POLITICAL SECULARIZATION IN ISRAELI
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2.1 Phono-semantic matching (PSM)
PSM is a multi-sourced neologism that preserves both the meaning and the approximate sound 

of the parallel expression in the source-language, using pre-existent target-language words or roots 
(cf. Zuckermann 2003, 2004). Consider the following secularizing PSMs:
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2.2 Calquing   (cf. Hebrew shalom-leshalém >> Latin pax-pacare >>> 
English peace-pay)
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2.3 Semantic shifting: temple utensils2.3 Semantic shifting: temple utensils
There is a large group of words that have undergone semantic secularization, but 
their new meaning is so closely associated with the old that the shift does not reflect g y
cultural tensions beyond secularization as such. Consider the Temple utensils, many 
of which mean kitchen utensils in Israeli:
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3. IDEOLOGICAL SECULARIZATION IN ISRAELI3. IDEOLOGICAL SECULARIZATION IN ISRAELI

3.1  DEIFYING Zionism (The Nation/State as the New God)
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•In these examples, secularization is presented as 

superseding/supersession. For example, priestly service gives 

way to reserve duty (miluím). 

•Though the modern concepts replace the ancient, they do so as 

heirs that are still somehow anchored in the Old Testament orheirs that are still somehow anchored in the Old Testament or 

the Mishnah, or at least as ‘natural’ or ‘organic’ outgrowths of 

earlier Jewish strata. 

•This sense of a natural – almost inevitable – development is 

itself an expression of the ideological hegemony of Zionism. It 

is certainly true that the ultra-orthodox community has waged a y y g

fierce polemic against these semantic innovations (cf. Be’er

2003)
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2003). 
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• But for Israeli speakers the radical nature of the semantic 

h i l i iblchange is no longer visible. 

• The new meanings do not represent an antagonistic or g p g

revolutionary break with their ancient predecessors. 

• The potentially problematic return to the religious strata of 

Hebrew is overcome by assimilating the pre-modern meanings y g p g

into Israeli, subsuming the earlier under the later.
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3.1.1 Allusion3.1.1 Allusion

Allusion to religious concepts is a very effective rhetorical device,Allusion to religious concepts is a very effective rhetorical device, 
often used by politicians. Consider 

• George W. Bush’s use of axis of evil

• Osama Bin Laden’s use of crusade

h h ll i i hi h h i i h i h ldThrough allusion, in which the new meaning is heir to the older, 
while at the same time displacing it, socialist Zionists shrewdly draw 
on earlier linguistic strata without legitimizing the exilic andon earlier linguistic strata without legitimizing the exilic and 
religious sensibilities they encode. Consider the following:
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• This model of appropriation of classical Hebrew sources• This model of appropriation of classical Hebrew sources 

bespeaks a Zionist ambivalence toward earlier strata of 

Hebrew. The clear allusion to the words of the Psalmist 

indicates an explicit desire to link the nationalist song to anindicates an explicit desire to link the nationalist song to an 

ancient poetic model. At the same time, the allusion to Psalm 

106:2 involves an important shift: praise of God is replaced by 

the glorification of the nation of Israel. Indeed, the allusion g

serves to highlight the place of Israel – that is, of the 

ti li t id l h i t th li i id l t i thnationalist ideal – as heir to the religious ideal regnant in the 

Psalms.
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3.2  DEFYING Religion   (the other side of the coinage)3.2  DEFYING Religion   (the other side of the coinage)

134The University of Adelaide



The University of Adelaide 135



The University of Adelaide 136



The University of Adelaide 137



The University of Adelaide 138



The University of Adelaide 139



The University of Adelaide 140



3.2.1 Ameliorative recycling of biblical names: using deep-rooted 
Hebrew forms ignoring their original negative associationsg g g g

Extreme amelioration is also apparent in Zionist re-appropriation of 

anthroponyms of biblical figures that are disparaged by the Old Testament 

or later rabbinic tradition.
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Names such as Rehavam, Omri and Anat represent a cultural appropriation of biblical 

names that baldly undermines their (often explicit) biblical axiology The names maintainnames that baldly undermines their (often explicit) biblical axiology. The names maintain 

a vaguely biblical – and thus authentic, desirable – sense (Sinn), but lose their biblical 

reference (Bedeutung). The material is biblical but the connotations are not.reference (Bedeutung). The material is biblical but the connotations are not.
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• A similar phenomenon is the return of Canaanite divinitiesA similar phenomenon is the return of Canaanite divinities 

such as Yam (popular among kibbutz children), Shákhar and 

Réshef as first names for Israeli children. 

• To be sure, there is no cultural appropriation intended here, no pp p

conscious desire to reclaim a Canaanite identity. 

S ill h l f h i ‘ ’ ‘d ’ d• Still, the renewal of these names – meaning ‘sea’, ‘dawn’ and 

‘flame’ respectively – may be a reflection of a deep affinity 

between the explicit identification of nature and the divine in 

Canaanite mythology, on the one hand, and the nature-worshipCanaanite mythology, on the one hand, and the nature worship 

that is part of the more Romantic strains of Jewish nationalism, 

th thon the other.
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4. IGNORANCE?4
Ignorance is like a very delicate exotic fruit. Touch it and the bloom is gone. 

(The Importance of Being Earnest, Oscar Wilde)(The Importance of Being Earnest, Oscar Wilde)

And if, for all that, you do not obey Me, I will go on to discipline you sevenfold for your sins, and 
I will break your proud glory. I will make your skies like iron and your earth like copper, so that 
your strength will be spent to no purpose. Your land shall not yield its produce, nor shall the trees 
of the land yield their fruit. 
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f y f
(Leviticus 26:18-20)
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• The biblical context is explicitly negative: the iron sky a sign of 

drought, the copper land an indication of barrenness – whilst the air g , pp

force poster suggests military power and fortitude. Clearly, the 

appropriation of the biblical verse involves a shift in the originalappropriation of the biblical verse involves a shift in the original 

meaning. Be that as it may, this shift may simply be due to the 

graphic designer’s ignorance of the verse’s original meaning and 

while ignorance is a cultural force in its own right, it is not one of 

the manipulative forces treated in this paper. But it is relevant to 

Gershom Scholem’s letter to Franz RosenzweigGershom Scholem s letter to Franz Rosenzweig.
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5. THE MUTUAL INTELLIGIBILITY MYTH (‘El original es infiel a la traducción’)

‘Modern Greek for example boasts many similarities to its ancestor yet aModern Greek, for example, boasts many similarities to its ancestor, yet a 
speaker of the current language must struggle to read ancient texts. The 
modern Hebrew speaker, however, moves smoothly through the Bible.’

( i k 2000 13 14)(Ravitzky 2000: 13-14)

Frequently, new research emerges allegedly demonstrating how ‘bad’ Israelis are at reading 
comprehension vis-à-vis pupils in other countries. I wonder whether these exams test reading 

h i i H b th th i I li Th f i ht b d l fcomprehension in Hebrew rather than in Israeli. The former might be a second language for 
Israelis. The Mutual Intelligibility Myth posits that Israeli is Hebrew because an Israeli speaker 
can understand Hebrew. Edward Ullendorff (pc) has claimed that the biblical Isaiah could have 
understood Israeli. I am not convinced that this would have been the case. The reason Israelis can 
be expected to understand the book of Isaiah – albeit with difficulties – is because they study the 
Hebrew Bible at school for eleven years, rather than because it is familiar to them from their 
daily conversation. Furthermore, Israelis read the Hebrew Bible as if it were Israeli and often 
therefore mis nderstand it
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i l h il bl l f f b i l l i l ( i hMost importantly, the available examples are far from being only lexical (as in the 

above faux amis). Israelis are usually incapable of recognizing moods and 

t i th Bibl Wh i Bibli l H b th i f t/i f taspects in the Bible. Whereas in Biblical Hebrew there is a perfect/imperfect 

aspect distinction, in Israeli there is a past-present-future tense distinction.
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By and large, Israelis are the worst students in advanced studies of the Bible, 
although almost all Israelis would disagree with this statement of mine. Try to tell 
Israel’s Ministry of Education that the Hebrew Bible should be translated into 
Israeli!  (It is actually happening – see Tanakh RAM in Zuckermann 2010.)
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Y I li hild ld h h Old T i i h i• Yet, Israeli children are told that the Old Testament was written in their 

mother tongue. In other words, in Israeli primary schools, Hebrew and the 

mother tongue are, axiomatically, the very same. 

• One cannot therefore expect Israelis easily to accept the idea that the two 

languages might be genetically different. In English terms, it is as if 

someone were to try to tell a native English-speaker that his/her mother 

tongue is not the same as Shakespeare’s. 

• The difference is that between Shakespeare and the current native speakerThe difference is that between Shakespeare and the current native speaker 

of English there has been a continuous chain of native speakers. Between 

the biblical Isaiah and contemporary Israelis there has been no such chainthe biblical Isaiah and contemporary Israelis there has been no such chain, 

while the Jews have had many mother tongues other than Hebrew. 
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Examples from the Mishnah:Examples from the Mishnah:
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• The juxtaposition of the religious and the pornographic websites on 

the result page represents a striking manifestation of the distance this 

word has traversed, and of the willingness of Israeli to thumb its nose 

at the values of earlier strata of Hebrew.
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6  THE POLITICAL (AB)USE OF AMBIGUITY 6. THE POLITICAL (AB)USE OF AMBIGUITY 

154The University of Adelaide



The University of Adelaide 155



The University of Adelaide 156



The University of Adelaide 157



7. CONCLUDING REMARKS7. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Israeli society is riven. Ironically, as well as being a highly symbolic common language, 

Israeli has come to highlight the very absence of a unitary civic culture among citizens who 

seem increasingly to share only their language (and enemies). The nexus which allegedly 

binds all Israelis together is an illusion  The existing continuum between the ultra-orthodox binds all Israelis together is an illusion. The existing continuum between the ultra orthodox 

and the ultra-secular does not mitigate the divide, and mutual hostility is apparent in the 

two camps. 

In line with the prediction made by the Kabbalah-scholar Gershom Scholem in his letter 

to Franz Rosenzweig, some ultra-orthodox Jews have tried to launch a ‘lexical vendetta’: 

using secularized terms like ‘dormant agents’  as a shortcut to religious concepts  thus using secularized terms like dormant agents , as a shortcut to religious concepts, thus 

trying to convince secular Jews to go back to their religious roots (cf. Walzer 1965 and 

Ravitzky 1993).

The study of Israeli cultural linguistics and socio-philology may cast light on the dynamics 

between language, religion and identity in a land where fierce military battles with external 

i   i d b  i l K l kä fenemies are accompanied by internal Kulturkämpfe.
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LexicalLexical Terrorism Terrorism LexicalLexical Terrorism Terrorism 
How language is used to demonize people How language is used to demonize people 

and create the concept of ‘the Other’and create the concept of ‘the Other’
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Language is a guide to social reality.Language is a guide to social reality.
(Edward Sapir 1949: 162)

The apparent identity of what appear to be cultural units – human beings, words, meanings, ideas, 

philosophical systems, social organizations – are maintained only through constitutive repression, 

an active process of exclusion, opposition, and hierarchization. A phenomenon maintains its 

identity in semiotic systems only if other units are represented as foreign or ‘other’ through aidentity in semiotic systems only if other units are represented as foreign or other through a 

hierarchical dualism in which the first is ‘privileged’ or favored while the other is deprivileged or 

devalued in some way.

(Lawrence E. Cahoone 2003: 11)

El original es infiel a la traducción. 
(The original is unfaithful to the translation.)

(Jorge Luis Borges 1943, cf. 1974: 732)

Maximus in minimis
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‘PHONO-SEMANTIC MATCHING’ (PSM) 

* Etymythological nativization in which a foreign lexical item is 
h d i h h i ll d i ll i ilmatched with a phonetically and semantically similar pre-

existent native word/root; 
* A multisourced neologism that preserves both the meaning and* A multisourced neologism that preserves both the meaning and 

the approximate sound of the parallel expression in the source-
language, using pre-existent target- language words or roots.language, using pre existent target language words or roots.
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‘POLITICALLY CORRECT’ PSMPOLITICALLY CORRECT  PSM
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• And on the other hand, how many Bulgarians do you know who protest 

against the sodomite meaning of the word bugger in English? Bugger 

originally denoted ‘Bulgarian’ (French bougre, Latin Bulgarus), referring 

to a sect of heretics who came from Bulgaria to France in the eleventhto a sect of heretics who came from Bulgaria to France in the eleventh 

century. 

 Etymythology (synchronic etymology) is often more powerful than real (diachronic) etymology!
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LA PUISSANCE DU VERBE: THE POTENTIAL POWER OF 

ETYM(YTH)OLOGYETYM(YTH)OLOGY

• The story goes that Osama Bin Laden died and went to heaven. He y g
was greeted by George Washington, who slapped him and yelled, 
‘How dare you try to destroy the nation I helped conceive!’ 

• Patrick Henry then approached and punched Osama in the nose• Patrick Henry then approached and punched Osama in the nose. 
After that, James Madison entered and kicked him in the shin. He 
was followed by an angry Thomas Jefferson, who whacked Osama 

th h d ithover the head with a cane. 
• The thrashing continued as John Randolph, James Monroe and 

sixty-six other early Americans came in and unleashed their anger y y g
on the terrorist leader. Suddenly, as Osama lay writhing in 
unbearable pain, an angel appeared. ‘This is not what you promised 
me,’ Osama said to the angel. ‘Come on, Osama,’ the angel replied,me,  Osama said to the angel. Come on, Osama,  the angel replied, 
‘I told you there would be seventy-two Virginians waiting for you in 
heaven.’
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• If this alternative interpretation is true, or rather, if one can 
convince extremist Muslims that it is true, it has the potential , p
to change the course of history, at least in cases like the story 
of a Palestinian teenager caught in Israel with his penis 
wrapped with delicate white cloth just before attempting a 
suicide-bombing.
Wh k d b t it h id th t hi th h d t ld hi th t• When asked about it, he said that his mother had told him that 
when he arrives in paradise he would get seventy-two virgins 
and his penis needed to be readyand his penis needed to be ready.
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REJECTIVE PSM

• ‘Politically incorrect PSM’; a subversive PSM – produced by 
b f li i i l hi h d imembers of one religion or national group – which undermines or 

attacks those of another group, in some cases used for propaganda 
purposespurposes.

• Anti-Christian Rejective PSMs Concocted by Jews
• Consider the following expressions found in early uncensored• Consider the following expressions, found in early, uncensored 

copies of the Babylonian Talmud, Sabbath Tractate, 116a:
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Anti-Muslim Rejective PSMs Concocted by Jews
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An Anti-Christian (Intra-Lingual) Rejective PSM Concocted by Muslims( g ) j y
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Anti-Jewish Etymythology Concocted by ‘Black Jews’Anti Jewish Etymythology Concocted by Black Jews

• The rhetoric of the ‘Black Jews’ – who belong to the Israelite Church of God 

and Jesus Christ (formerly known as The Israeli Church of Universal Practical 

Knowledge; Address: 1941 Madison Avenue at 125th St New York NYKnowledge; Address: 1941 Madison Avenue at 125th St., New York, NY 

10035, USA) – contains many subversive etymological manipulations. 

• In all their publications, there is an emphasis on the written word, typical of 

extremists. Each claim is substantiated by references to the Old and New 

Testaments. 

• As I have been particularly interested in their rhetoric I have observed theseAs I have been particularly interested in their rhetoric, I have observed these 

Black Jews at one of their main propaganda centres: the intersection of Times 

S d 45 h S i N Y k CiSquare and 45th Street in New York City. 
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• They gather there daily in order to persuade African-Americans and Hispanics to 

join their movement, preaching and distributing leaflets to their target audience 

(white people are welcome to listen but are not given leaflets).

• The Black Jews believe that they are the real Jews, that Jesus was black and that y ,

UFOs are the ‘Chariots of God’. 

• They claim that the following are the real twelve tribes of Israel: Juda the• They claim that the following are the real twelve tribes of Israel: Juda – the 

Negroes, Benjamin – West Indians, Levi – Haitians, Simeon – Dominicans, 

Zebulon – Guatemalans through Panamanians, Ephraim – Puerto Ricans, Manasseh 

– Cubans, Gad – North American Indians, Reuben – Seminole Indians, Naphtali –

Argentinians and Chileans, Asher – Colombians through Uruguayans, and Issachar 

– Mexicans.
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On another occasion, the homilist insisted that the word Jewish (as used by white Jews) 

actually derived from Jew and -ish, the suffix meaning ‘round about’, ‘somewhere near’ c u y de ved o Jew d is , e su e g ou d bou , so ew e e e

(cf. elevenish) or ‘approaching the quality of, somewhat’ (cf. yellowish). Thus, ‘white Jews 

are not the real Jews, but are pseudo-Jews’., p

Schindler (cf. Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List, 1993; etymologically ‘shingler’) 

for the Black Jews is a swindler, justifying their belief that ‘the Holocaust is nothing 

compared to the tragedy of one hundred million black slaves’. 
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• Cf. the philological rationalizations that Friedrich Nietzsche used to 

ground his moral theory. For example, in the highly – if perhaps fancifully 

– etym(yth)ological First Article (Chapters 4-5) of Zur Genealogie der 

Moral (1887) (cf. 1966: ii:774-7), Nietzsche suggests that there is a link 

between lexical items such as:
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MOTIVATIONS FOR REJECTIVE LEXICAL ENGINEERING

1. Othering, defining and securing one’s own (positive) identity through (the stigmatization 

of) the ‘Other’.

The ‘Other’ is what permits us to discover and even constitute the ‘self’ The self isThe Other  is what permits us to discover – and even constitute – the self . The self is 

defined thanks to the mirror reflection that the Other represents. In other words, we define 

ourselves through the ‘Others’. 

Instead of the ‘thinking I’, epitomized in Descartes' (1637) revolutionary phrase Je pense, 

donc je suis (cogito ergo sum, ‘I am thinking, therefore I exist’, a.k.a. ‘I think, therefore I 

am’), Lévinas (1972) begins with an ‘ethical I’. According to Lévinas, the self is possible only 

with its meeting of the Other. (The self is seen and defined thanks to a deep ‘shock’ which 

d t bili ' h l b i til di th t i d fi d ibl f thdestabilizes one's whole being until one discovers that one is defined as responsible for the 

Other. This discovery of oneself carries responsibility toward the Other without waiting for 

reciprocity. Thus the ‘Other’ constitutes the basis for ethics.)p y )
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2 E t ti f it ithi li i / ti l2. Empowerment, creating a sense of unity within a religious/national group 

(following othering)

3. Countering a perceived threat from outside one’s own religious/national group 

(motivating othering)

4. Camouflaging anti-authority comments for survival. 

5. Iconicity (the belief that there is something intrinsic about the sound of names), cf. 

the use of Hallelujah and Amen in various languages (cf. Zuckermann 2004).

6. Playfulness, punning, pilpul (cf. the midrashic tradition of homiletic commentary), 

humour at the expense of another, producing a witticism (in both the current and 

the earlier contemptuous use of this word itself).p )

7. Linguistic propensity, e.g. phono-logographic script, script lacking vocalization or 

gemination, productive blending word-formation (motivating playfulness).
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gemination, productive blending word formation (motivating playfulness).
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8. Apollonianism, the wish to create order, especially in response to 
f ili i f ti i ( f l d lli ‘thunfamiliar information or experiences (cf. la tendenza apollinea ‘the 

Apollonian tendency’, Pisani 1967: 160).
9 In linguistics Apollonianism is manifested by a craving for9. In linguistics, Apollonianism is manifested by a craving for 

meaningfulness, often expressed by the recalibration of an unfamiliar 
foreign lexical item with known native element, as in etymythology. Cf.foreign lexical item with known native element, as in etymythology. Cf. 
Apollinisch ‘Apollonian’ versus Dionysisch ‘Dionysian’ in Nietzsche’s 
works. Apollo, the sun-god of the Greeks and Romans, is symbolic of p g y
reason, whilst Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and fertility of nature, is 
associated with wild religious rites.

Cf. Port Lincoln ‘How much money did you lose?’
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• NOTE: One may argue that othering and Apollonianism contradict• NOTE: One may argue that othering and Apollonianism contradict 

each other, as othering is defining oneself vis-à-vis the other 

whereas Apollonianism is defining the other by appropriation to 

one’s own Weltanschauung and reference-point system. 

• I propose two solutions for this alleged paradox. First, 

complementary distribution: lexical engineering is sometimes thecomplementary distribution: lexical engineering is sometimes the 

result of othering and other times the result of Apollonianism. 

Second – and more spectacularly – Apollonianism can be seen as 

ripples within the ‘tsunami’ of othering. In other words, lexical 

engineering often encompasses both processes simultaneously.
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EFFECTS OF REJECTIVE LEXICAL ENGINEERING
(f  di i )(for discussion)

1 CROSS WORDS NOT SWORDS; MAKE WORDS NOT WARS:1. CROSS WORDS, NOT SWORDS; MAKE WORDS, NOT WARS:

neutralization of possible violence among those producing the lexical 

manipulationmanipulation

2. Incitement of violence

•The sublime and the ridiculous are often so nearly related, that it is difficult 

to class them separately. One step above the sublime makes the ridiculous; 

and one step above the ridiculous makes the sublime again.

(Paine 1796: 20)
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MULTIPLE CAUSATION OR MULTIPLE ETYMOLOGY?:

ADOPTIVE PSM
l f li h fl f i h di i(a Tool for Concealing the Influence of Non-Jewish Traditions)
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2 Frau Holle a goddess/witch in German folklore one of whose tasks was to inspect the2. Frau Holle, a goddess/witch in German folklore, one of whose tasks was to inspect the 

braids of girls during winter (Wexler 1993: 116-7), cf. the German idiom Frau Holle

schüttelt die Betten (aus) ‘It is snowing’ ‘The old woman is plucking her geese’

The University of Adelaide 191

schüttelt die Betten (aus) It is snowing , The old woman is plucking her geese .


