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Majority and Minority Languages
in the Middle East

The Case of Hebrew in Mandate Palestine

LIORA R. HALPERIN

.In terms 9f r.elative numbers of speakers, the most basic grounds for defin-
Ing a majority or minority language, Hebrew in Palestine-Israel under-
went a complete transformation from minority language in the Ottoman
and British mandate years to a majority language and language of power
fol.lowing Israeli statehood in 1948.' This transformation, a result Ef the
twin forces of mass Ashkenazi Jewish immigration and Israel’s mass dis-
plac.ement of Palestinians, symbolizes for both Jews and Palestinians the
realization of the Zionist vision of Jewish sovereignty, the achievement of
a. Je:‘wish majority in what would become Israel, and the crushing of Pales-
t1n1'an visions of statehood. Arabic in Palestine is “the rare case in which a
ma)?r language, once spread by conquest,” has become, “without a doubt
a minority language.” However, this binary understanding of interlin—’
gual fand interethnic relations in which Jews and Palestinians trade places
as minority and majority, though of great significance in the post-1948
period, obscures more complex considerations of prestige, relative power,
.and perceived status that sociolinguists have argued are also signiﬁcant’
?n discussion of majority and minority languages.® In our particular case,
it ignores the layered frameworks of influence and global connectivity in
which Zionist Jewish promoters of Hebrew were located before 1948: a
mandated territory in which the British yielded both political and cultural
influence, such that both the Jewish and the Arab communities, whatever

174
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their configurations of power, felt themselves to be minority populations
who had reason to learn the language of the majority—in this case Eng-
lish—so as to have access to Anglo-European politics and culture.
This chapter looks at Jewish educators’ discourses about Hebrew- and
English-language instruction to explore two propositions that stood in
tension with one another: First, the Jewish community of Palestine (the
“Yishuv”) aimed to construct a hegemonic Hebrew space that would cre-
ate the (fictive) impression that Hebrew was a majority language dealing
with the typically Western difficulty of receiving (Jewish) immigrants.
suggest that in the perception and presentation of many Zionists, Hebrew
was functioning—or seemed to function—as a majority language well
before it became numerically so, even while the majority of Palestine’s Jews
were not speaking Hebrew as a first language. Second, and in contrast, the
chapter suggests that the self-declared Hebrew majority community was
subject to reminders of that community’s perpetual minority status—not
only vis-4-vis the Arab community of Palestine, whose influence Zion-
ist leaders believed they could displace through economic separation and
continued Jewish immigration, but also relative to global currents of influ-
ence and power, currents that persisted as statehood approached. If the
leaders of a minority community could construct its language as a major-
ity hegemonic language through discursive maneuvers and relative pres-
tige and political power, this community could not evade its relative lack
of power and nonhegemonic status relative to structures larger than the
nation-state. Palestine, like the rest of the Middle East and much of the
world, navigated (and in certain ways benefited from) a colonial context
in which and through which English was growing in status as an inter-
national language.* This broader context suggests that the new minor-
ity statuses, which emerged as a by-product of anti-imperial nationalist
movements (of which Zionism, somewhat counterintuitively, was one),
were constructed as much discursively as through hard statistical fact. We
must move beyond the numerical fluctuations of Jewish and Arab popula-
tions in Palestine toward global and colonial configurations of power and
influence when determining who is and is not a minority in the Middle
East and, more important, when and for whom the analytical category of

“minority” is useful.
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likewise also in private and family life, Hebrew is heard among us!”” This
assertion of hegemony was counterfactual—many languages other than
Hebrew were heard on the Jewish street and in Jewish homes—but it
nonetheless pervaded discourse on Hebrew study. The presumption that
Hebrew was a majority language emerged from a tendency to focus on
the New Yishuv, the Zionist-oriented Jewish community of Palestine, not
as one of multiple populations in Palestine, and a minority among them,
but as the hegemonic center of a diverse Jewish community increasingly
bent toward Zionist ideology. In this view, the Ottomans or British rulers
were essentially external to the landscape, while the majority Palestinian
Arabs were quite literally part of the landscape, natural features, perhaps

a wild population to be tamed or convinced, but not a culture that exerted

hegemonic power: “The Jews were, of course, aware of the Arab commu-

nities, but these towns, villages, and neighborhoods had no place in the
Jews' perception of the homeland’s landscape. They were just a formless,
random collection of three-dimensional entities, totally isolated from the
Jewish landscape and viewed as if through an impenetrable glass wall.”®
As such, Hebrew speakers were a self-imagined majority encountering
minority Jewish populations who needed, they thought, to be brought in
line. Given the highly successful Hebrew educational system, these vari-
ous Jewish populations—speaking Yiddish, Polish, Russian, German, or
other languages—were indeed minorities relative to Hebrew.

Schools were at the forefront of Hebrew promotion and foreign-lan-
guage exclusion and the most visible facade in the claim that Hebrew was
indeed a majority language. They were places where Hebrew seemed to
truly dominate even when it did not permeate settings like the home, the

streets, or the coffee shops. The Hebrew pedagogical sanctum, a hege-
monic space within a society increasingly claiming its own hegemony,
had been built specifically through the exclusion of other languages that
could be viewed as alternative bearers of culture—for example, German
and French.? New immigrant students often remember arriving, finding,
in the words of a student writer, an “all Hebrew space,” not knowing if

they could master it but eventually being pleased that they could tran-
10 I the analysis of Benjamin Harshav,

sition to being Hebrew speakers.
cial desert,” bastions of Hebrew

through the establishment of “cellsina so
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In a space wi i
] fangeuvzgif’l’o;tszi}il;ry .lcllalmants to dominance, Hebrew became the
The sense that Hebrew could and would function as a majority lan-
guage led to widespread apathy about and o iti J i o
s ! ; : pposition toward learning for-
eign languages. At times this sentiment was directed at lower-level or rural
studer'lts and based on an assumption that the “nationalist farmer”—the
paradigmatic Zionist figure—ought to be monolingual. In 1892, when the
first g‘roups of Zionist teachers attempted to organize themselv;s teacher
and pioneer of Hebrew education Israel Belkind stated that fore’ign—lan—
guage study had no place in the schooling of children in agricultural set-
:c(lemc?nts and that it would be relevant only for those who went abroad:
While children in the cities need to learn other languages, too, like for'
example Arabic and French . . . because who knows where’ the;f will go
when they finish their schooling, teachers in the agricultural settlements
ne.ed. to ... teach children the love of labor at home and the love of the
soil in the field and in the garden. Thus it is unnecessary to learn foreign
languages in the agricultural colonies.” Palestine in this construction
was an isolated space, the majority of whose population was imagined to
l.ae Hebrew speaking and whose interests did not extend beyond the land
itself. Though such dictates sound patronizing, some workers appear to
have shared them because they privileged practical education and real-
world experience over book learning, Tzvi Elpeleg, the son of a carpen-
t;l; taEd a homemaker who had' immigrated in 1934 from Poland, recalls
e went to school only until the age of fourteen, because “in the eyes
of .my parents and other parents—not everyone, but the majority of the
n‘elghborhood—[up to age fourteen] was the maximum level of educa-
tion that a person needed to have.” Succeeding within a self-enclosed
Hebrew-dominant Jewish community was the highest ideal, in this view;
the status of the community as a minority population in its environment’
more broadly conceived, was immaterial. ’
o _Esag:fz:snsz e‘;ren with the prf)xi.mate rulers—after 1917, the Brit-
e ri .y‘ assume'd. While it was self-evident that some elites
T the British Empire would need English, it was not so clear in
Palestine, where the Yishuv (the Jewish community of pre-1948 Palestine)
was largely autonomous, where Hebrew had been recognized as an official
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language, and where, therefore, elites imagined that they could theoreti-
cally manage in Hebrew as though Hebrew were indeed the majority and
dominant language. As Oz Almog has noted, the labor movement had
a deeply suspicious view of higher education in general and foreign-lan-
guage study in particular, as such study appeared to have no connection
to the quotidian needs of farm labor. Kibbutz schools did not prepare
students for university entrance exams.* But the sentiment was far more
widespread than the labor movement alone. Menahem Ussishkin, head
of the Jewish National Fund, once said, “Regarding a foreign language, 1
dor’t think we need it at all. We should learn just one language: Hebrew
and specifically Hebrew. The multiplicity of languages is unnatural.”
The proposition that no segment of the Jewish population needed to be
educated in multiple languages affirmed a counterfactual discourse about
Hebrew’s dominance and Jews’ self-sufficiency.

The sense that Hebrew would function as a hegemonic majority lan-
guage, with little space for other language use or instruction, drove edu-
cational choices at all levels. Izhac Epstein, known for his writings on the
teaching of “Hebrew in Hebrew” (informed by the western European Ber-
litz method), wrote extensively on the danger of multilingual education.
“One of the widespread errors among the public regarding education,”
he wrote, “is the belief that increasing the number of languages increases
knowledge.” Noting that many parents were demanding foreign-language
study for their children, he proceeded to outline the main psychological
danger of combining languages. Cultivating expressive abilities in mul-
tiple languages means, in practice, teaching multiple words for the same

concepts, words that ultimately become confused with one another in the
mind: “The languages that we learn weaken one another.”"

The imperative for monolingualism came from the perception that
Jews were, and could manifestly be, an autonomous nation in the Euro-
pean model, the sort of nation in which they had themselves long lived as
minorities. Though many Middle Eastern nationalist movements spoke
on behalf of existing majority populations, the Zionist project envisioned
the transformation of a minority into a hegemonic majority. This coun-
terfactual insistence on national hegemony reflected a bipolar view of the
world as divided into hegemonic nations and minority non-nations. To
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iit?’ SI;:]Sb ;ﬁ}C):lciltytfor nati'onhood % the self-sufficiency of their language
foreign-langua eY’inotvau.lesc?e to diasporic minority status. For Epstein,
exrebae thef i slruct.lon in t}.1e. schools would therefore reflect and
- yp <':a. Jewish condition of multilingualism, against which

$ were enjoined to fight. “Members of oppressed peoples have to

divide their lan Tigine :
guage abilities into two languages fro )
1 »
he wrote.”” The antidote to oppression, b 5 m early childhood,

Unfortunately, y this logic, was monolingualism.

P — tli};:eé?s Sci)bse.rveﬁi, charac.teristically diasporic conditions
i et . pating in Palestine, where he observed that indi-
eg‘u arly switched between languages in their conversations. He
calle'd t.hIS hal‘azat ha-‘Tvrit” (the “foreignizing” of Hebrew, from La‘t.zz a
rabblr.nc catchall term for European languages). Epstein, in’setting up a)ln
equa.tlon between oppression and multilingualism, asserts that monolin-
gualism codes to cultural hegemony.
Comf)iitef;;n_ v‘:f;se :ware that foreign languages could not be eliminated
N tely re enslaved to our environment and its demands”—but
e (;vas mswten‘.c that languages should be studied no more than necessary
zrelntriot ur?less it was deemed absolutely necessary for one’s studies. A stu-
.earnmg a language for commercial purposes should focus on com-
merc.lal language. A language course focused on reading, likewise, should
no’F include speaking exercises or essay assignments.ls,Epstein’s, words
written just before the British came to power in Palestine, were held up,
?lsllzli I:O;el by the Tea‘ch’e,:rs’ Federation, which called his research “broad,
, n comprehensive” and repeated his arguments in their assessments
of the important work done by early Hebrew educators."
Epstglne ipsy;hologlcal harm of language multiplicity, which so concerned
o n t 'e years before World War I, was a central plank in educa-
oy ;);g;(sil:ona Ct:O foreig.n-language. study. If multilingualism, histori-
- OppreSSiong;s ) mn‘lpanlled oppress¥0n, it also, in this logic, actively led
o Conducte;norlty group. Flsh'el Shneurson, a psychologist and
T e ,;1 st;dy for a seminar on bilingualism convened by
B e ! ebrew Teachers’ Federation. Influenced in his
e g R }fo European studies of bilingualism over the past
cades (including a 1928 conference in Geneva on the problem of
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bilingualism), Shneurson began with the premise that “bilingualism is a
problem even when it comes during childhood, during the period of the
development of language.” His concern for the deep psychological harm
caused by bilingualism was indicative of a generation of educators who
could not allow foreign-language study ever to become serious, out of a
fear that it might begin to impede Hebrew fluency.

The hope for a situation of monolingualism in which the national
tongue would be the language for all purposes bespoke what might only
be called chutzpah. In practice, I show elsewhere, this premise was regu-
larly questioned and undermined in a society that understood that it had to
interact—in other languages—with various other populations, whether the
British, with their abundance of global power; the Palestinian Arabs, with
their numerical majority; or the Jewish diaspora, which still constituted a
majority of the world Jewish population.”' The construction of the nation
as a majority one, however, is central to the self-imagining of the Zion-
ist movement in this period; the Zionist movement’s rhetoric and choices
are not intelligible without understanding this promajority, antiminority
framework shaped by the philosophy known as “the negation of Diaspora.”

Hebrew, a minority language by all numerical accountings, was con-
structed nonetheless and for particular ideological reasons as a major-
ity tongue. But the presumption that Arabic was thus the most relevant
majority language is not a foregone conclusion. Hebrew’s claims to major-
ity status were contested not only by the demographics of Palestine but
also by the reality of power relations. In 1924 journalist Mordecai Ben-
Hillel Ha-Cohen reflected on the linguistic situation of the Yishuv under
British rule, noting the parallel threats posed by English and Arabic but
suggesting that English—the language of power—was perhaps more dam-
aging that Arabic, the majority language:

Threats are bursting forth [against our language] from two sides, fight-
ing with all their might. English has come to our country, the language
of the authorities, which has not only political value but also—and this

is perhaps even more important—a very rich literature, literature in all
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ﬁif:; u1::s.tlm::gfrich and more .imaginative than our poor Hebrew
o ua. An rom the oth.er side our Arab neighbors are attacking
o e:;’, ge. with gr.eat exertlorll. Their literature isn’t vast and from

p, pective our literature might be able to compete with it and it
doesn’t have the power to subdue our language. But Arabic is supported

b
¥ @ great mass of people who speak it, by the daily life lived in that lan-
guage, and by the Arab reality.??

z‘;’}fll:lr: d1s.t31gn1ﬁca.nt here is. th?t while Arabic had the force of numbers
oo i '(a reaht)T that Zionists actively contested through continued
erfu;;glf::;n}){,eirrleglls: was coded to.global values that would remain pow-
heh e evo: li:calrlne numerically dominant. Concerns about Eng-
bt o e both the pow'er of the British government and the
- .a . endency of Jews to slavishly mimic the cultures of the West.
o Airlll?c'lple.of )t’h'e HebreVY .Gymnasium in Jerusalem warned of a “flood
‘ glicization” if the British were to have too much influence on the
Iev;nsh schools. Joseph Klausner, alluding to English, warned that Hebrew
g; ::lre.lfould not “stan(% uP to stronger elements.”” The Jewish National
: cil's words to the ‘Atid School of Commerce lend insight into this
}‘);rtlcular combination of insecurity and inferiority vis-a-vis the West:
h li)i‘clhs?srez (11(;:: :m lo}(:ming da.nger of assimilation and Levantinism,
it e Holng the education of this generation and the styling
oy ;) ! w m;lch the‘more ‘so, then, is it necessary to warn of
A Ez4nls a h(')or to %mp‘osmg of a non-Hebrew culture in the
s “ass;m.I n‘t is fasc“matmg‘paragraph, Hebrew culture faces
e l llation” and “Levantinism.” Levantinism, which would
o lejn}‘[1 y be used.to refer to Arab-like qualities, was most often defined
re Ey :;el:::i iisna d;as}?oric 'form of low culture characterized particu-
) X goft .e national language with higher-status European
g‘ ges (t'e term derived from a perception that Arab communities
pz?rtlcularly in Lebanon, were characterized by impure cultural mixi ,
with French). This context, however, —
iLnevanctluflils.rn: excessive obeisance to the West shown by a people possess-
nugn?bejs c;zrtltl I:L;iiure, that is, a @inority not primarily in terms of local
) ms of global hierarchies of power.

suggests an alternative meaning of
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These views—alarmist and dismissive—might easily fit into a histori-
cal narrative of Hebrew’s tireless fight against linguistic rivals. But they
are clearly not the sentiments of a majority language pushing out the rab-
ble competition of immigrant diversity but rather a society recognizing
that a specific category of language—languages of power—might have a
special and threatening place. As Reichel notes, the overt Zionist rejection
of any educational undertaking not directly tied to Jewish national aims
coexisted with a “covert model” of a student who would in fact have a wide
general education.?® As she explores with respect to “general studies” more
broadly, a widespread discomfort with multilingualism coexisted with a
real sense, at least among some Zionist educators, that Hebrew existed as

a minority language not only locally but also globally.

Learning a Global Language

Teachers spoke bombastically about the creation of a Hebrew school
system and presented Hebrew as a newly dominant language. None-
theless, their enthusiasm about Hebrew’s victory—shared by scholars
of Zionist education in later generations—has meant that the existence
of foreign-language instruction in the prestate period and real aware-
ness about Hebrew’s functional weakness have tended to be obscured.”
Zionist schools in the mandate period did not exclude all other tongues:
they nearly all taught English as well as Arabic. Moreover, justifications
for language study were not concerned only with the practical neces-
sity of language knowledge; they also reflected a level of awareness that
Hebrew would achieve dominance not only by overtaking Jewish immi-
grant tongues and displacing Arabic, but also by rivaling global languages
like English. This latter ambition, of course, was unrealizable by a small
national group, and anxiety about this fact is palpable in discussions about
the place of English in school curricula. Set against a notion of diaspora
marked by Jewish rootlessness, alienation, and economic and civic under-
development, English seemed to offer an antidote: the removal of provin-
cial (or “Levantine”) tendencies—it was a powerful language not despite
the fact that Hebrew was dominant, but precisely because Hebrew was a

oters were aware that they were

minority language and because its prom
embedded in global power structures.
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Beyond i
yond the Practical: The Stakes of Being a Global Minority

To the exte . )
study COUldrEetﬁztl ifnghsh was viewed as simply “technically helpful,””
nique to manage a : rla'n and locally focused, nothing more than a tech-
community Whgere P(I) r[ilgn pressu.re on an otherwise hegemonic Jewish
————— efrew effectively functioned as a hegemonic lan-
and during World 0 found th'emseIVes in Palestine as refugees before

g World War II, English was indeed occasionally a conduit for

physically leaving Palestine i
and gettin '
fact that Jews went from being thefg e e

ety quintessential minority to a hegemonic

a .
between tr}li ZY:?;Z:EYJ :wf.lu}inerlcal. majority, overlooks real continuities
The Jewish commmnit 1s e)c.per{ence and the experience in Palestine.
S He}ll), even as it gained strength and as more of its num-
and in relationch, re‘fv speakers, continued to exist in the shadow of
Teach lo)ns. 1p to 'for eign—and especially European—languages.
ent anmei;sabd;lslctuzsismr‘ls ?l?out.anglish instruction reflected a persis-
signed his or her narr? n;;ts mab.ﬂ.lty FO be fully Western. A teacher who
hinskh (Education B ; d ?., writing .1n the educational journal Hed ha-
mended getting nea 0) lsagre.ed with a fellow teacher who had recom-
Y. S. wrote, is %hat tlfr o Orent through studying Arabic. The truth,
thing from’wester e ::Xz:abs should turn to the Jews “and learn some-
chatactor of L Ier‘::rs. For all the emphasis on the authentic Semitic
e s, members of the Zionist movement by and large
Western moderns _pl Ir)l eta}: }?ur ope:aln_ Bujt the appeal for Zionists to act as
Cerdiehiora o eir r‘elatlons with Arabs or otherwise—was not
- Clah-n - Plslt ar.1x1ety over their lack of Semitic authenticity
lack of sufficien o a eftlne was matched only by their concern about
ety English could b ernity and development, and in this state of anxi-
e }f)r::umed to be a way out, an antidote against the
R ———— Y(i) A e East find a means toward ensuring the Euro-
and head ofthe Jeurs }f Tuv. ]}Elnghsh, .w.rote Ben-Zion Dinaburg (historian
chief conduit of E ea‘c ers Trau?mg College in Jerusalem), was “the
uropean influence” in the Yishuv, and learning it might

g
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Two impulses were characteristic of Zionist educators, who were con-
cerned that the Yishuv was only tenuously Western, despite the fact that
their European origins and imperial benefactors would eventually help
them gain independence. First, from the beginning of the British presence
in Palestine, some expressed the hope that the study of English literature
might serve as a model for the still incomplete Hebrew literary tradition.
Second, many felt that an introduction to the modern culture, nature, and
political system of the English (seen as a beacon of democracy particularly
in the Nazi era) might serve as a model for the emerging Hebrew soci-
ety. In both of these discussions, the relative weakness of Hebrew was a
touchstone.

A great strength of English was its rich literature, and familiarity with
English literature could serve as a model for its still lacking literary tradi-
tion. English, Mordecai Ben-Hillel Ha-Cohen noted in 1923, has “a very
rich literature, literature in all fields, inestimably rich and more imagi-
native than our poor Hebrew literature.”* When the Education Depart-
ment of the Va'ad Ha-Le'umi published a 1941 report on the teaching of
English in Hebrew secondary schools, it asserted that the gymnasiums
in particular needed to move beyond language itself to broader cultural
concerns. The report cited a 1918 British document that recommended
“modern studies,” including the study of modern European languages, as
“an instrument of culture” that could help “develop the higher faculties,
the imagination, the sense of beauty, and the intellectual comprehension.”
Applying that document’s conclusions to the Palestine context, the report

recommended that “a similar cultural aim should pervade the study of
English in our schools.” Exposure to English in Palestine was even more
important than the study of other European languages in England, for
“Hebrew literature is poorer than English both in content and form.™

Literature was not the only exemplary creation of the English; their
culture, society, and civic structures, 100, could serve as models for an
emerging Zionist polity. At root, the recommendation to study foreign
languages was premised on the idea that, like its literature, Zionist civic
culture itself was stunted in its development and needed an infusion of
Western sensibilities. The Safra School of Commerce in Tel Aviv, which
taught English largely for professional reasons, noted in its promotional
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material that through foreign language study,

‘ ‘ “every educated person can
probe the international world of cultures a :

. nd re i i ieve-
lrnents. * English was at the core of this proposniorf.ng}?elz\ia‘tahde ;;itl:;;
l;zf;tu(;:’ izft;:lomswged t'hat jche furriculum focus not only on English
N Oftenon . Eghsh life: “Pupils who have been fed only belles
i — C0nw1t .only ? poor understanding of the English peo-
e 3 nec.tlon with modern people would transmit a set of
emn .ues to the Yishuv, for “the study of modern English thought
a'nd Institutions can provoke useful discussion and help to correct provin-
c1‘a1 .ten)()iencies.”ﬁ The use of language here is revealing. The word “pro-
vincial,” used here, evokes the parallel term “Levantine/levantini,” a word
used at 'this. time to describe failed or incomplete Europeaniza’tion, ill-
formed.lnstltutions, and illogical cultural mixtures, if also a sort of exotic
allure (1.t would later be used to refer mainly to Jews of Arab descent).*
Thej main feature of cultural provincialism was multilingualism, and its
mau'l a-ntidote was adherence to Hebrew only (which was precisely’the dia-
.spor'lc impulse against which Hebrew writers militated). But in this case,
i:(;l;l::;ley,u (I)lr;e path away from provincialism was the study of a foreign
erstood to embody an opposite tendency.
No doubt, it was England itself that first promoted that country as
a model. society with model values, in Palestine as well as in the rest of
the emplre.. British publishers offered accessible texts about the greatness
of the empire in simple English texts, distributed in multiple countries
;v;:lrsee‘ls. In a small book called Here and There in the British Empire, pub-
I;iit:l nl,nhl:;)i ::: tra“nsported to the' Yishuv, students read that “Greater
s o e ::ed :1 pow'er to which Rome in the height of her glory
e p‘ ed, aid It goes on to suggest that this stunning suc-
o e attrlb‘uted, in no small measure, to the fact that the British
- zr ;rj)-,, de‘termlned, perfe.vering, maritime race” who love adventure,
e Justice, and the spirit of law.* Tendentious as they may seem to
alreé;};; .rf:;l(iee;';vte};:zeete):s (li)y and large confirmed beliefs that Zionists held
e :1 odiment of modern values was broadly assumed;
b g .was unquestioned and unquestionable.*
ing to smabi fltrsl z:;::tent’ though complicated, model for a society look-
ern bona fides and, thus, its claims to hegemonic
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rule while also asserting its distance and independence from Europe.
We can see an explicit attempt to negotiate these poles of attraction and
distancing in the writings of Professor Hayim Yehuda (Leon) Roth, an
Anglo-Jewish professor of philosophy at the Hebrew University. In his
1943 article “The Desired Direction in the Teaching of English,” Roth
rationalizes the instruction of English in a way that showcases the mul-
tiple, often conflicting, sentiments bound up in the decision to teach Eng-
lish in the Zionist schools.

Roth’s first question, one that follows him through the essay, is the
following: to what extent do we (Jews, Zionists, or the Yishuv) want to be
English or be like the English? He begins by stressing unequivocally, “We
are not engaging in these studies in order to be English.” Immediately,
however, he allows himself a bit of wistful musing—"Itis true that if we did
want to change our skin we would prefer them over any other nation’—and
then cuts himself off abruptly: “This isn’t a choice we can make because we
have already chosen—or been chosen by—another choice. We are Jewish
and we have returned to the land of our fathers in order to rebuild Jewish
life. And a principal part of this life is Hebrew language and culture.” At
the end of these serpentine musings, he attempts to distance himself from
the language entirely. “English for us is a secondary language, a foreign
language.” Roth, a native English speaker, makes this point as one who
has chosen to leave English behind and cast his lot with the Hebrew proj-
ect in Palestine. His uncertainty, however, appears to run deeper than a
personal crisis of identity: speaking in the name of the Jewish collectivity

in Palestine, he admits that the Yishuv experiences the conflicting desires
to be a society much like England and to be a society whose uniqueness is
marked by and bound up in its commitment to Hebrew.

Why should a society principally committed to Hebrew devote time
to English as a foreign language? He proceeds first to discount the older
generation’s attraction to “great world literature,” calling this attraction
a characteristic of the “transitional generation” (dor ha-ma‘avar) that the
younger generation might be able to overcome. In fact, echoing voices
cited earlier, the need for English derives from a set of practical demands:
“commercial needs, recreational needs, and social needs.” English is nec-
essary, he writes, first for understanding the words present on road signs,
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packaging,
als in fields
the many E

and advertisements; second, for reading textbooks and manu-

from agriculture to commerce; and third for comprehending
nglish words that have made their way

into Hebrew newspa-
pers and radio broadcasts.*

But English for Roth is not merely a means of satisfying day-to-day
needs that derive from unavoidable local contacts between the Yishuv
and the British. Like Arabic, English study could also be an important
means of strengthening the otherwise deficient Hebrew culture: “Hebrew
is important and it will remain important, but it needs completion. This
completion must come from outside, from a secondary language, an assist-
ing language [lashon-‘ezer], a foreign language.” While some may ask why
this additional language has to be English and cannot be French, Russian,
or German, history, he says, has shown that English must be the language.
“To whom are we connected through family, literary, commercial, politi-
cal, and diplomatic ties?” he asks, and answers, “With English speaking
countries.” Indeed, English is to be “the center of gravity of our future.”®
What do the Yishuv’s deliberations about the place of foreign language
in its Hebrew curriculum tell us about its status, whether majority or
minority, within Palestine and the Middle East? On the one hand, the
Yishuv, over the course of the early twentieth century, positioned itself
as a hegemonic language vis-3-vis the numerous Jewish immigrant lan-
guages whose speakers were flowing into the country; vis-a-vis the
Arabic-speaking majority, which it eventually dispossessed in order to
become the numerical majority in Palestine; and, at least outwardly, vis-
a-vis European languages that might be deemed influential. As such, the
Yishuv might be positioned as either an immigrant-receiving country in
the European or American mold or a settler colonial society that eventu-
ally displaced the native population to become the majority. In neither of
these senses was the Yishuv a minority population. But neither of these
perspectives, though each relevant in understanding the cultural forma-
tion of the Yishuv, explains its vexed attitudes toward English, attitudes

that more closely resemble the beliefs of smaller national groups, whether
in Europe or in the postcolonial sphere.
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English was not simply another modern language, but }r:-ltieg (:rhe]l:i;
guage of the sovereign and the language of global power, w. 1cd o
and Palestinians in subsequent generations would come to stu” y ha Ei %
English and what Braj Kachru would call “the other tongue, tr; lltga ISZ
symbolic additional language that stood for often ruthless45>()1we v
facilitated international trade and political engagement: ncrea ; (g) szs,
globalization meant that whatever their nationalist commitments, na 1d "
considered the merits of foreign-language proficiency and cam.e to urtl "
stand that their relative hegemony in local settings 'was largebr 1211.1:aeand
in light of the global lingua franca. Like postcolon‘1a1 states in thnt o
Asia, the Yishuv and then Israel created an educational systeTk tah -
vated knowledge of the national language (in this case, not u.n ike iional
ation with Kiswahili in East Africa and Hausa in Wes.t Afr411ca, a n:;1 on
language not spoken natively by all members of the nation). Ng?eof; “ -,
like those communities, it was forced to acknowledge the bene 1.:'Cs-t fe
lish-language knowledge for administration, commerce, }a:nl(cil po. 1a1 e
local hegemony of elites took on a different cast wh‘en 1e up gC -
global tongue, against which they were a sm.all.natlona gr01'1p,mte
rable in certain ways to a national minority within a hegemonic s1 ;16 )

And like in those settings, English was by no rjlear.ls a n;utrha 1:1(; th,at
tool to deploy in a simple or uncompliclateiii \lr;lay: ﬁixi ;flliv;td ::0 t())e o

ad of English is natural, neutral and bene !
glgea:f;eas a partiiular discursive construct.”? As in these .ot}.ler f}?;frﬁ:i%
national societies, educators in the Yishuv expressed anxieties e
emerging national language could be swept away by t;xe lalrlr;g;l:lfn e
occupier, which was also the global lingua franca. At the sa ‘ deed, o
felt that British society could offer models for development—i—:;n : b, "
there existed no models for modernity outside the ones o ereoveyrfn -
West. If mastery of Arabic meant the mastery off gh;lf;s‘;f: :t{:lll o
i idently, not Eastern, mastery o kn .

;};?;t‘:;?’o(}liﬁz z\\;est byz society that, though its majority was European in
origin, did not consider itself reliably, deeply~ Westerr‘l. e mafority lan

This discussion has suggested that while Arabic, the maj

i i ine, it was
guage, reminded Zionists of their relative weakness in Palestin
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English that provoked more fundamental concerns about the sophistica-
tion and maturity of the Zionist project. While Hebrew signaled internally ‘ II
the process of cultural consolidation and Arabic knowledge provided con- |

crete tools for propaganda and intelligence work, Jewish control over Pal-
estine would not have been possible without proficiency in English, for it
was the relative sophistication of the Zionist project and its international
a.mbitions that earned it international respect through ongoing nego-
tiations with both Britain and, later, the United States that solidified its
polit%cal rule. As scholars of global English have noted, “Mastery of global
‘ Engl?sh gen.erates a significant amount of linguistic capital. . . . [G]lobal
i fhnghsh. ca.tpltal becomes critical for attaining elite status.” To the extent
f at Br1t'fun enabled the creation of a Jewish state and the United States
: has heavily funded it, it is the hegemony of English, a global language of
[ power not only of Hebrew, the language of the current numerical majority
' among Israeli citizens, that explains the relative strength of the Zionist
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The Chaldean Church
between Iraq and America

A Transnational Social Field Perspective

YASMEEN HANOOSH

In September 2006, at the height of sectarian violence that followed the

3

G

I];;ogjleics;a:sdt;f?i If anything, over. time fand siéce 1948, skepticism about
guage of the foreigner imperial power has given way to
a sense that speakers of Hebrew can thrive only if they learn English as a
second language_
the &Z;;er?ar;ztrances surrounding the creation of Israel are unique in
sions, Certan} t}? Cont.ext and of.te:n are excluded from regional discus-
language was n}zithe PfrO)e.ct of positing a minority language as a majority
nationalist context y e}?SIble o nf?cessary in most other Middle Eastern
guage of the numers', “17 o t}.le national tongue was also the spoken lan-
the Middle Eagt o, 1:a Lna)orlty. But the looming force of English touched
it has in part been 1 w ole: where there has been active resistance to it,
fic capital of Fol e51stanc-e to those local elites who wield the linguis-
nglish to their own benefit.* In light of this observation,

we might expg
— dp nd the scope of our discussion about minorities from the
émographic relations in

. any given country to the gl ier-
archies of power that hovered over i e

more local political developments.

invasion of Iraq in 2003, Pope Benedict XVI made controversial remarks
about Islam in Regensburg, Germany, that provoked an outrage in parts of
the Muslim world.! Almost immediately following that incident, a Chal-
dean Catholic priest, Father Basel Yaldo, thirty-six, received death threats
and was kidnapped from his home in Baghdad for three days. The situa-
tion seemed so dismal that he was transferred from Baghdad to a parish
in Michigan, where his victimization received ample coverage from local
and international media. A year later, in November 2007, the same pope
elevated Chaldean patriarch Emmanuel-Karim III Delly to the rank of
cardinal bishop, a status that placed him among the most prestigious prel-
ates of the Catholic Church. In Pope Benedict’s own words, this gesture
was made by way of “concretely expressing my spiritual closeness and my
affection” for Iraq’s Christian minorities.” This “closeness” and “affection”
are not a newfound, top-down compassion from a powerful institution for
the weak and plighted Christians of Iraq. It has a long and spirited history
that is not only hierarchical but, notably, also reciprocal and transnational.

The connection between the Roman Catholic Church and the Chal-

dean Church as we know it today dates back at least to 1445 CE, when
the first official union between the Church of the East and the Catholic
Church in Rome took place during the Council of Florence. Ever since, the

e
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