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1

The emergence of Modern Hebrew (MH) is closely linked to the vast transformation which affected traditional Jewish communities in Europe from the middle of the eighteenth century on. Within the wider framework of the modernization process of the Jewish population in Europe, named by Harshav "the modern Jewish revolution", 1 a statistically marginal group in the Jewish world chose to use Hebrew and preferred it over alternative languages, primarily Yiddish or the non-Jewish languages of Central and Eastern Europe. 2 As a result, Hebrew " the traditional liturgical and cultural language of the Jews " has turned into a modern national language. 3 It serves today as the main language of a speech community counting several million speakers, and is one of the two official languages, and in practical terms the dominant language of public and economic activity, in the State of Israel. 4
While MH is fundamentally based on material inherited from ancient Hebrew, its overall grammatical and lexical structure is new. 5 The classical component integrated into MH underwent fundamental changes brought about by the selective use of forms and their employment in new functions. The gap between classical and modern usage was further widened by the prevalent influence of foreign languages and by linguistic innovations. The differences between MH and previous strata of the language embrace all components of the linguistic system, from phonology and morphology to syntax and lexicon, and affect the overall structure of the language, as well as specific details in each of these domains. 6 MH and ancient Hebrew share a common core of grammatical rules and lexical items, but differ in others, and employ many of the apparently common elements in different meanings and functions. Structurally speaking, MH is an autonomous linguistic system, distinct from the forms of Hebrew employed in previous periods in history. 7
Speakers of MH are usually not fully aware of the structural distance between their own and older layers of the language. They view them as different manifestations of a unified linguistic system. Biblical Hebrew (BH) plays a central role in the construction of this perception. MH is typically believed to be a revived form of the language spoken in the ancient period, and BH is considered accessible to and easily understandable by MH speakers 8
This perception, just like the emergence of MH itself, is to a great extent the result of ideologically-motivated linguistic choices. Ideology was the main force behind the emergence of MH. 9 It affected the linguistic and social dimensions of its development, and encouraged the formation of a linguistic awareness that perceives MH to be closer to the language of the Hebrew sources than it linguistically is. 10
Two ideological movements particularly influenced the processes that created MH: the Haskala, or Jewish Enlightenment, which started to develop in the last decades of the eighteenth century, and the Jewish national movement, which evolved about a century later. The role language played varied between these two ideologies. The Haskala employed Hebrew in writing only, within the context of the attempt to remove Jews from tradition-dominated life and integrate them into the surrounding European society. 11 The Jewish national movement, in its turn, saw the transformation of Hebrew into an all-purpose vernacular as a central plank of its nation-building project. Within it Hebrew has turned into a spoken language. 12
This paper examines the main factors within each of these two movements which determined the part played by BH in MH. Initially, the role of the transitional phase of the Haskala in shaping grammar and lexicon will be discussed. Then, discussion will turn to the impact of literature, the education system and normative grammar in the formative years of the Hebrew-speaking speech community generated by the Jewish national movement.

2

The groundwork for the modern use of Hebrew was laid down by the Haskala movement, which was particularly outspoken in its preference for BH. The Haskala identified traditional Hebrew writing of its time - which was based on a combination of post-biblical Hebrew and Aramaic and was markedly ungrammatical - with the Diaspora existence, 13 and confronted it with the use of what was considered to be genuine and correct Hebrew, namely BH. 14 

The use of Hebrew in the Haskala shows a great variation among writers and works, but the dominant stylistic current in its writings was classicist. The belleteristic literature tried to imitate biblical style, and writers were evaluated by their knowledge of biblical text and grammar, by their fluency in the use of biblical idioms, phrases and quotations, and by their capacity to adhere to the biblical inventory of forms. The main linguistic model they followed was biblical, and deviations from biblical grammar and lexicon were severely criticized as exposing deficiencies in the writer's mastery of Hebrew. 15 

While at a later period the strict biblical classicism of the Haskala was abandoned, its biblical preoccupation left its trace in the structure of the language. In the new alignment which formed in written Hebrew from the 1880s on, some of the most typical features of BH had been dispensed with, but most categories of biblical grammar remained operative, and were accepted as the core of MH morphology. 16 The linguistic ideology of the Haskala thus shifted the development course of written Hebrew, and its legacy left MH with a strong biblical basis.

In the lexical field, the Haskala contributed to the elaboration of biblical lexicon and to its integration into the modern linguistic system. The predominant biblical purism restricted the possibilities open to writers of using non-biblical words, and encouraged a full exploitation of the biblical lexical inventory. The need to express modern terms and concepts paved the way to a deliberate designation of new meanings to biblical words, and to the reintegration into active use of rare and archaic biblical lexical items, which fell into disuse in post-biblical Hebrew.

Biblical lexicon remained a central component in the lexical alignment which followed the Haskala. MH vocabulary includes - alongside post-biblical, foreign and new elements - most of the word-forms which appear in the Bible. As a result, the majority of the words encountered in a typical biblical text seem familiar to MH speakers either from their daily speech or from their reading. 17 

But the overlap between biblical lexicon and modern one is rather superficial, and is largely limited to the dimension of form. Behind the surface similarity between the two lexical systems, lies a fundamental difference in their internal structure. Many of the apparently shared words denote different referents within the two linguistic systems. Such differences are due either to the meanings invested in them during the Middle Ages, 18 or to developments in the modern period. 19 The fluidity of words' meanings permitted the creation of an external similarity between biblical lexicon and modern one, while in linguistic terms their semantic disposition is substantially different.

3

The decline of the Haskala was accompanied by the renunciation of biblical classicism. From the 1880s on - a period signifying also the appearance of a Jewish national movement and the first attempts to transform Hebrew into a spoken language - written Hebrew consciously became non-biblical, and the linguistic system was opened up to absorb elements from all the historical periods of the language, as well as linguistic innovations. 20 Still, within this openness, BH continued to play a prominent role, both in the linguistic system itself 21 and in the ideological and social dimensions of its practice.

In the Jewish national movements' ideology, the Bible symbolized an authentic Jewish identity, that had existed before exile disfigured it. 22 As a result, the perception of BH as the main model for the modern use of the language remained influential. It continued to affect the work of writers, though in subtler ways than those witnessed during the Haskala, and it had an influence on the normative and educational activities within the Hebrew-speaking speech community.

The cultural importance of the Bible is well reflected in its presence in MH's written register. 23 In MH literature, and to a great extent in non-literary writing as well, allusions to the Bible abound. They take the form of references to biblical scenes, quotation from biblical passages and phrases, the use of rare biblical words, the employment of archaic grammatical forms etc. The scope of biblical influence changed over time and varied among writers and genres, but throughout the development of written MH - and especially during its formative period - it characterized its various genres, from prose and poetry to children's literature, folk-song, public speeches and journalistic writing. 24 

Through their employment in the written language, biblical elements rejected from ordinary use become part of the linguistic experience of MH speakers. The exposure to the literary employments of BH broadens their familiarity with its features and facilitates their accessibility to it.

4

The acknowledged ideological significance of the biblical text has made it a conspicuous element in the school curriculum. While traditional Jewish education concentrated on rabbinic literature, modern Jewish education since the days of the Haskala stressed the study of the Bible, and treated it as a literary and historical text rather than a religious one. 25 The Old Testament Bible is currently taught in its original version from the second grade in elementary school through matriculation, and is the principal text in the cultural patrimony fostered by the state education system. The study of post-biblical and medieval compositions in school is limited, and does not suffice to render their language as integral a part of the linguistic experience of MH speakers as BH is.

Direct linguistic education further strengthens the centrality of BH in the consciousness of MH speakers. The teaching of Hebrew as a native tongue concentrates on the traditional grammar created for BH from the Middle Ages on. 26 This curriculum's focus on the structure of Hebrew as it crystallized in the vocalized text of the Bible 27 reflects the absence of alternatives to traditional grammar, and was expressly decided upon by the Teachers' Union in the first decade of the twentieth century. 28 Contemporary linguistic phenomena deviating from biblical grammar are hence normally ignored or treated as errors needing correction.

Little attention, if any, is given to the fundamental fact that MH's phonological system is different from the one biblical grammar is based on. Many biblical morphological rules have lost their phonetic motivation in contemporary language, and are frequently deviated from in colloquial speech. 29 In school teaching, the gap between phonology and morphology is normally ignored, and biblical grammar is presented as the only mechanism operative in the language. Speakers' linguistic awareness, which develops through systematic learning, is thus based on BH. As speakers are taught to analyze their language in terms reflecting BH categories, the older system's rules are perceived as integral to contemporary language and as the basis for its correct use. 30
5

The relevance of BH to the contemporary linguistic system has been consolidated by the normative linguistic activity, especially that conducted by of the Hebrew Language Committee, first founded in 1890 and aligned with the national movement, and by the Academy of the Hebrew Language which replaced it in 1953 as an official state organ. These two bodies have been popularly known for two aspects in their activity: the coining of neologisms, and the shaping of normative grammar. 31 In this last field, BH has played a central role. In 1913, the Language Committee explicitly declared its preference for BH as the desired basis for normative grammar. 32 The priority of biblical grammar remained for decades an operative element in the activity of both institutions, and only in recent years a change in this attitude has started to appear 33. 

In the shaping of normative grammar by the Language Committee and the Academy, 34 biblical rules have been treated as binding on contemporary language. Overt decisions to the contrary have only been reached when serious deliberation led to the conclusion that it was impossible - or undesirable - to keep the biblical form obligatory in contemporary language. In the formulation of such decisions the biblical inventory is explicitly mentioned, and its use is not considered erroneous from the normative point of view, but merely not binding. Language users are still allowed to prefer biblical forms to the alternative decided upon as the established norm for MH. 35 

The complex position of the normative linguistic activity within the Hebrew-speaking speech community has permitted it to excersice a major influence on the language perception of speakers, while having little effect on their actual language use. 36 The treatment of BH as the basis for normative grammar has placed it among the forces consolidating the perceptual ties between BH and MH.

6

Though working in different political and linguistic situations and towards different aims, the Haskala and the Jewish national movement - each composed of various, often rivaling elements - played a central role in determining the course of development of MH and the role of BH within it. The inclination to preserve BH's heritage had given it priority over alternative linguistic variations at crucial points throughout the emergence of MH, and as a result MH is actually closer to BH than to the traditional Hebrew writing that had immediately preceded it. The linguistic awareness which developed on the basis of this partial similarity emphasized the cultural continuity between BH and MH, and determined BH's role in language perception.

The application of a uniform grammar to both BH and MH stresses the similarities between the two linguistic systems, and blurs for MH speakers the divergence of their own linguistic system from the biblical one. Biblical style is perceived as archaic, but is familiar enough not to alienate speakers. Its partial surface similarity to MH, combined with its central role in culture and education, suffice to create an illusion of real proximity between these two substantially different linguistic systems. 

A similar situation characterizes the lexical field. Speakers of MH are familiar with the larger part of the biblical vocabulary, but this familiarity is confined to that vocabulary's modern denotations. Such speakers are not necessarily aware of the original meanings of the biblical words, and tend to understand them according to their value in contemporary language. As long as they are able to give the biblical text they read a tolerable interpretation, their attention is not turned to the inaccuracy of their understanding of it. 37 Biblical lexicon seems familiar enough to support the appearance of continuity between BH and MH, though from the purely linguistic point of view the differences in the semantic structure clearly separate them. 38
Language, shaped by external historical factors, has thus turned into a tool supporting them. Influenced by the forces seeking to base a modern Jewish identity on historical continuity with pre-exile Jewish nationhood, MH developed structural, cultural and perceptual ties to BH. In that way, through the language, the connection between past and present has become obvious and transparent, and contributes to the constitution of a national identity among MH speakers.
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Notes

1 Harshav 1990: 14-17, and in detail in part I of Harshav 1993.

2 See Rabin 1980: 131; Shavit 1993: 114.

3 Harshav 1990 and Rabin 1980 are two of the most significant works on this much discussed topic.

4 See Cooper 1989: 100.

5 Blau 1978: 1; Kutscher 1982: 243-245; Morag 1969: 639 and others. 

6 On these processes see Ros'n 1955, 1958, 1977; Blau 1981; Kutscher 1982: 196 ff.; Rubinstein 1985; and others.

7 The novelty of MH has been first pointed out in the 1950s by H.B. Ros'n and H. Blank. At first strongly resisted, this view has gradually been admitted into scholarly consensus (see Rabin 1970: 108 ff.). 

8 The view expressed in Kutscher 1982: 298 seems to be a typical one.

9 Rabin 1980: 130-131.

10 Rabin 1980: 140.

11 Kutscher 1982: 183-184; Shavit 1993: 111-112, 115.

12 See note 3 above.

13 Rabin 1975: 149, 153; Cohen 1998: 118-119.

14 Harshav 1993: 124; Shavit 1993: 117-119; Cohen 1998: 119-120. This perception of BH preceded the Haskala, and for centuries evoked the modification of post-biblical texts in order to adapt them to the biblical norms. 

15 Patterson 1999, chapter 4.

16 Kutscher 1982: 196; Blank 1968: 239; Ros'n 1955: 37-38; Goldenberg 1986: 161.

17 Blau 1978: 3; Rabin 1975: 173.

18 Ros'n 1977: 83-85; Kutscher 1982: 203-204; Rabin 1985: 276.

19 Kutscher 1982: 187-188; Ros'n 1955: 83-99. 

20 Rabin 1980: 134-136; Rabin 1985: 281 ff.

21 See §2

22 On the role of the Bible in the Zionist ideology see Don-Yehiha and Liebman 1981: 127; Elboim-Dror 1986: 234.

23 The influence of other canonical texts of the Hebrew literature on MH is beyond the scope of the present article.

24 For a detailed discussion of BH-s role in one of these genres see Reshef 1999 (especially pp. 305-306). 

25 Elboim-Dror 1986: 49, 249-250.

26 Rabin 1970: 108-109; Rabin 1983: 44-45; Cohen 1998: 121.

27 On the nature of traditional grammar and its complex connection with BH see Blau 1981: 151; Rabin 1985: 276-277.

28 Goldenberg 1986: 161-162; Ben-Hayyim 1992: 255-256.

29 Berman 1997: 315-317.

30 For further aspects of education踬s role in the linguistic awareness of MH speakers see Rabin 1977: 152 ff.

31 On their various activities see Rabin 1983: 53-54. 

32 The full debate is brought in Zikhronot Va'ad Ha-Lashon Ha-Ivrit (Protocols of the Hebrew Language Committee), notebook II, 2nd ed., Jerusalem 1929. For the final decision see page 37 there.

33 Cohen 1998: 124-130.

34 On the activity of independent normativists see Rabin 1977; Rabin 1983; Cohen 121-123.

35 For a detailed outline on main problems dealt with by the two bodies and the principles guiding them for over 50 years see Ben-Hayyim 1992.

36 See Rabin 1983.

37 For discussion and examples see Kutscher 1982: 200; Sarfatti 1997: 104-108.

38 Blank 1954: 388-389; Ros'n 1977: 82, 87-90; Blau 1981: 60; Harshav 1993: 169-170.
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