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Abstract
In the mid-twentieth century, Haredi society in the Land of Israel, and then in the State
of Israel, was relatively open, not particularly prone to strictness nor to internal strife.

Pro-Zionist positions actually prevailed in its ranks.

In the 1970s, the dominant Haredi view changed, and gradually became dominated by
an alienating ideology toward the state and its institutions, adopting a non-Zionist and
often anti-Zionist approach.
This study focuses on mainstream Haredi society in Israel and the revolution that it
underwent in the 1970s. Until the mid-1980s, this sector was represented by a single
party, Agudath Israel, that encompassed the vast majority of ultra-Orthodox Jews. |
term this society's ideology and ethos beginning the period prior to the establishment
of the state until the early 1970s 'the old Haredism', and its ideology and ethos from
then on — 'new Haredism'.
Old Haredism has three main characteristics:

A. Pro-Zionism

B. Heterogeneity and relatively greater openness

C. Significant power is in the hands of the functionaries, rather than spiritual

leaders

Pro-Zionism in the era of the old Haredism reached its peak in conjunction with two
historical events: The establishment of the State of Israel and the Six-Day War. Upon
the establishment of the State and in its first years many Haredim, including rabbis and
Hassidic Grand rabbis (Admorim), celebrated Independence Day, recited the prayer of
Hallel (Praise to the Almighty) and waved flags of the State, both in private homes and
in educational institutions such as Yeshivas.
In later years, including those preceding the Six-Day War, Haredi public and its media
has notable pro-Zionist notions, expressing unreserved praise for the State of Israel and
its institutions, and festively commemorating Independence Day. Things reached
another peak during and close thereafter the Six-Day War, when many Haredim shared
the euphoria that struck large circles in Israel. Official Haredi press praised IDF
soldiers, and presented them as successors of the Biblical and Hasmonean fighters.

Many Haredi writers viewed the war as a prelude to the imminent arrival of the Messiah.



As mentioned above, another characteristic of old Haredism was the great power held
by Haredi activists, politicians and journalists. In some cases, only politicians, or at
least mainly politicians, made crucial decisions, such as permitting Agudath Israel to
join the provisional government and the first three Israeli governments. There were
areas that were traditionally under the responsibility of politicians, such as the decision
as to who the party's MKs would be. When the party's spiritual leaders favored a certain
candidate, they had to convince the political leaders to vote for him.

A third prominent characteristic of old Haredism was its relative openness in additional
areas. For example, during this period, many Haredim lived in neighborhoods and
buildings together with secular and national religious Jews. Furthermore, most Haredim
did not study at Yeshivas or kollels, the vast majority of Haredi men worked for a living,
usually in a secular environment, and many of them read secular journalism and
literature, and enjoyed secular culture. Finally, this openness reflected in the style of

dress and norms of modesty.

In many ways, the 'new Haredism revolution' took place in the early 1970s, and it is
possible to point to a dramatic episode that simultaneously reflected and contributed to
this revolution: The controversial case of the brother and sister, that reached its peak in
1972-3. During this affair, the Haredi public protested against the ruling of Chief Rabbi
Shlomo Goren (1918-1994), who, with a group of halachic decisors, decided to free
brother and sister Hanoch and Miriam Langer from the taint of Mamzerut (bastardy).
This, not withstanding previous rulings in both the Petah Tikva rabbinical court and the
Supreme Rabbinical Court, declaring them bastards. Halachically, this case was no
different from similar cases that occurred over the years, and Rabbi Goren's reasoning
could be justified in terms of halacha. However, the media coverage of this affair led to
a different result. The Haredi public, following Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv (1910-
2012, the Chief Rabbinical Judge who dealt with the matter in the High Rabbinical
Court) and Rabbi Elazar Menachem Mann Shach (1898-2001), perceived the case as a
dangerous precedent leading to a slippery slope. They believed the incident to be
indicative of a new era in which the state will try to control religious institutions and
rulings on religious law. This interpretation led to a dramatic reaction by Haredi rank
and file, including rallies, sharply-worded pamphlets and fierce speeches. These were
accompanied by an ideological defiance of the State of Israel and its institutions, which

reflected a profound change of attitude, with mainstream Haredi spokesmen adopting
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at times Haredi anti-Zionist rhetoric. Thus a legal issue concerning personal status
swelled into a full-blown earthquake that became the defining moment of new

Haredism and its attitude toward the State of Israel.

A few months prior to Rabbi Goren's ruling, another dramatic episode occurred, that of
the 'Eros' detainees. A few Haredi youngsters affiliated with the Keshet underground
organization tried to set fire to a sex shop in Tel Aviv, and two of them were caught
and arrested. The Haredi public unequivocally supported the two and held
demonstrations and protests demanding their release for vacation due to the
approaching High Holidays. The leaders of Agudath Israel campaigned for them
extensively, pleading to Israeli leaders and influential Jewish figures in the US for their
help. This development, after nearly two decades of no Haredi underground activity,
arguably reflects the transpiration of deep processes within Haredi society, such as the
merely unified efforts of the Haredi public.

The aforementioned case of the brother and sister constituted a revolution in the
political sense, as it was a catalyst for change in the structure of Haredi leadership. The
affair led to the steering wheel's shift from the hands of the functionaries to those of the
spiritual leaers, Gedolei Hador, who became the actual leaders. For the first time it
became clear that Rabbi Shach was The Haredi leader, and this was also a crucial stage
in the process of Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv's and Rabbi Ovadia Yosef's emergence
as Gedolim.

The most prominent and central figure among the Gedolim, and the one who symbolizes
and reflects the revolution within Haredi society is Rabbi Shach. During and following
this revolution he underwent a transformation from being one of the many members of
the Council of Torah Sages to the almost exclusive leader of the Lithuanian Haredi
public, in what was to develop into an unprecedented leadership position in the Haredi
sector. In addition to spiritual leadership, a role held by many rabbis preceding Rabbi
Shach, his was also a public and political leadership. Unlike most of the prominent
rabbis before him, Rabbi Shach had direct and daily contact with the public, mostly
through his speeches. The extent of power that he came to possess had not existed in
the hands of any former Haredi leader, and from this unique position he conducted
many campaigns from within and from without the Lithuanian Haredi circles. Within a
short period, he acquired a status to the point that few in the Lithuanian public dared

challenge his views. Due to the Lithuanian dominance in the field of Jewish outlook
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(Hashkafa), as well as other factors, his views had, in addition, a significant impact on
the Hassidic groups within Agudath Israel, as well as many Sephardi Haredim.

Rabbi Shach played an important role in the establishment of the Shas Party in 1984,
and considered one of its two spiritual leaders for years, alongside Rabbi Ovadia Yosef.
In the second half of the 1980s, when Rabbi Shach felt that the Hassidic circles within
Agudath Israel were not attentive enough to his positions, he founded a new daily
newspaper, Yated Ne'eman, and a new party, Degel Hatorah, both with a view to spread
and implement his positions and leadership. This resulted in the creation of a new
phenomenon: a party based on obedience to a single spiritual leader, the Gadol. The
ideological changes involved in this new Haredism, and particularly in the transition of
power from the functionaries and the Council of Torah Sages to individual Gedolim,
led to the dismantling of the old political structure of Agudath Israel. Only in the early
1990s did the new Haredi system re-stabilize under the platform of the United Torah
Judaism (Yahadut Hatorah) list.

Rabbi Shach's strong leadership and his anti-Zionist rhetoric facilitated Agudath Israel's
re-entry into the political coalition in 1977, after twenty-five years in the opposition. In
other words, the New Haredism is characterized by explicit alienation from the state
while allowing de-facto involvement in its institutions, in order to achieve Haredi goals,
and declared acceptance of budgets from the state; despite criticism from extreme
Haredi entities for the very connection to the Zionist state and partnership with it.
Members of mainstream Haredi society perceive the state as a means, and not as a
positive entity in and of itself.

The popular thought and public discourse of Haredi society regarding the State,
Zionism and the Day of Independence changed within a few years. This is clearly
exemplified by the extent of festive coverage of Independence Day in the Haredi daily
Hamodia, the official mouthpiece of Agudath Israel. The coverage on this issue
declined moderately over the years following the establishment of the state, but in the
1970s it declined dramatically twice, in 1973 and in 1977. Following this process, the
festive coverage of Independence Day was erased. Instead, there appeared some laconic
and limited coverage of Memorial Day for the IDF fallen soldiers, and op-ed articles

opposing the state.

Rabbi Shach led the revolution, but his rise to this status was largely due to the

maturation of the 'Society of Learners' (Hevrat Halomdim) that formed initially in the
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1950s. By the mid-1970s, a considerable number of Haredi men aged forty or less were
Kollel students or rabbis and teachers. Many in this growing elite group perceived the
old leadership of Agudath Israel as a bourgeois establishment, too moderate and
consequently unworthy. The ideology of the New Haredism did not emerge overnight.
Like many social processes, it sprouted underneath the surface and gradually flourished
in Haredi yeshivas and educational institutions. In the early 1970s, a "critical mass"
formed, allowing the atmosphere of the yeshiva world to break out of the study halls
and takeover the Haredi public sphere. Positions that had previously been accepted by
a minority of the Haredi public began to dominate. Members of this society who had
not previously held these positions were swept along with the stormy currents and
shifted positions in the heat of events, consciously or subconsciously. The New
Haredism revolution was characterized by a shift from 'Balebatish' Haredism to yeshiva
Haredism whereby the Lithuanian public became somewhat similar to one big yeshiva,
led by its Rosh Yeshiva, the Gedol Hador, Rabbi Shach. In socio-structural terms, this
is a transition from "church" to "sect".

The ideological change described here stemmed from broader trends in the surrounding
Israeli Jewish majority. In the early 1970s, the erosion of the national Zionist ethos
intensified, as was evident in the political, cultural, media and other arenas. National
values were gradually replaced by a different set of values, originating in the West. In
this sense, the new Haredism revolution is not completely separate from trends
transpiring in the general Israeli public, but rather a reverberation of those trends and

their adaptation to specific Haredi characteristics and values.



This work was carried out under the supervision of
Prof. Kimmy Caplan
Chair of the Israel and Golda Koschitzky Department
of Jewish History and Contemporary Jewry

Bar-Ilan University



The 'New Haredism' Revolution in Israel in the 1970's

Yair Halevy

The Israel and Golda Koschitzky Department

of Jewish History and Contemporary Jewry

Ph.D. Thesis

Submitted to the Senate of Bar-Ilan University

Ramat-Gan, Israel October 2019



