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INTRODUCTION
An Ancient Culture in Modern Times
What Is Culture?
Before we discuss Israeli culture, we must define the word culture.
The Concise Oxford English Dictionary describes culture as
behavior, arts, beliefs, and other products of human work and
thought that are passed from one generation to another.1 In other
words, culture is what people do and the things they create,
especially over time.
Israel has one dominant, overall culture that touches every
Israeli’s life. This general culture includes things like listening to the
radio, involvement in politics, reading newspapers, or snacking on
falafel or pizza. At the same time, Israel is home to many cultures
because people have come to live in Israel from all over the world.
For more than one hundred years, more and more people of all
kinds have moved to Israel. A short review of the history of Israel will
help us understand where these different people came from.

The Historical Basis of Israeli Culture
The land of Israel has been the homeland of the Jewish people since
the time of the Bible, for over three thousand years. Even when
other nations conquered the land and exiled the Jews, there were
always Jews living in Israel.2
In the mid-1800s, only a handful of Jews lived in Israel. Then
everything changed. Growing anti-Semitism in Russia and Eastern
Europe caused numerous Jews to move to Israel in the 1880s and
1890s.3 This was known as the First Aliyah, or ascent, to Israel. The
Second Aliyah began in 1903 after a horrible anti-Jewish riot in the
city of Kishinev, Russia.4

In the 1930s and 1940s, Nazi Germans killed and tortured Jews
in an attempt to destroy the entire Jewish population. This mass
murder, called the Holocaust, was one of the causes of World War II
(1939–1945). During this time, many Jews succeeded in migrating to
Israel.5
By 1948, when the modern State of Israel was established, the
Jewish population of Israel had grown substantially. The Arab
population also grew during the first half of the twentieth century. As
more Jews arrived, so did the Arabs, who were interested in
expanding their businesses.6
After 1948, over seven hundred thousand Jews arrived from all
over North Africa and the Middle East. Like the European Jews
before them, these Jews also came because of persecution.7 Over
time, the two large groups of Jews from Eastern Europe and the
Middle East were joined by Americans, Canadians, British, South
Americans, South Africans, more Russians, Ethiopians, and others.
Each group brought its own unique culture.
Many aspects of these different cultures have combined to
create contemporary Israeli culture. However, these groups still
retain many aspects of their own cultural identities.
We will explore both the common elements that make up general
Israeli culture and individual Israeli cultures with the help of a group
of fourteen-year-old Israelis named Nadav, Shmulik, Ziva, Ori, and
Yityish.
So let’s meet them!

Israeli Culture in a Nutshell
Official Name: State of Israel
Form of Government: parliamentary democracy
Capital: Jerusalem
Area: 22,072 square kilometers (8,522 square miles), slightly larger
than New Jersey
Official Languages: Hebrew, Arabic

Currency: Israeli new shekel
Population:
• 8.018 million people on the eve of Israel’s sixty-fifth Independence
Day (2013)
• At the time of the establishment of the state, it numbered 806,000
residents.
• The Jewish population: 6.042 million (75.3% of the population)
• The Arab population: 1.658 million (20.7%)
• Non-Arab Christians, members of other religions, and others:
318,000 (4.0%)
• At the end of 2011, over 70% of the total Jewish population were
sabras—born in Israel—compared with only 35% native-born in
1948.
• In 1948, Tel Aviv-Yafo was the only city with more than one
hundred thousand residents.
• Today, fourteen cities number more than one hundred thousand
residents, of which six number more than two hundred thousand
residents: Jerusalem, Tel Aviv-Yafo, Haifa, Rishon LeZiyyon,
Ashdod, and Petah Tikva.8
Cultural Institutions:
• 231 museums of every kind9
• theater companies
• an opera company
• numerous dance companies and groups
• music festivals
• film festivals10
• “Hebrew Book Week”—ten days of discounted books offered by
dozens of publishers in five major locations in the biggest cities
and around the country11

Tel Aviv Museum of Art

CHAPTER ONE

A Strange Meeting

It all began in a Jerusalem health clinic waiting room. The
nurse called out the last name of the next person to get the
annual flu shot, “Rabinowitz!” Three young people got up. Each
one said, “I’m Rabinowitz.” Then, they looked at each other: two
boys and a girl with the same last name who obviously did not know
each other, but lived in the same neighborhood. How strange! Then,
a fourth young man stood up and said, “I’m also a Rabinowitz . . . at
least that used to be our family name.”
“How can we all be Rabinowitzes if we are not related?” asked
the fair-haired young man.

“Maybe we are related,” countered the young lady.
“I have an idea. Let’s meet after we get our shots and talk about
this,” suggested the third Rabinowitz.
“Okay,” they all replied. And that’s what they did.
An hour later, in a café around the corner, five fourteen-year-olds
sat at a table in awkward silence. “So, who are you?” asked the
young lady.
“I am Shmulik Rabinowitz,” began the young fellow who was
wearing a cap called a kippah and had short, curled sidelocks
hanging near his ears. “I live just a short walk away and attend
yeshiva, religious school, here in the neighborhood.”
“My name is Nadav,” said the boy with the dirty blond hair and
blue eyes. “I also live nearby and go to school here, but I’m not
religious like Shmulik.”
The third boy had jet black hair and an olive complexion. He
smiled and announced, “I’m here because my great-grandfather
changed his family name from Rabinowitz to Ben-Rabi when he
moved to Morocco. So, I’m also a Rabinowitz. Oh, and my name is
Ori. We are a traditional family. We observe the Sabbath, but we are
not strictly religious.”
“I guess that leaves me,” said the girl. “I am Ziva Rabinowitz and
I also live and go to school here. And this is my friend Yityish
Abtow,” pointing to the young black girl sitting beside her. “In case
you haven’t guessed,” Ziva said with a big smile, “she is Ethiopian
and she’s not a Rabinowitz!” Everyone, including Yityish, laughed.
“So, are we related somehow?” asked Ziva.
Ori answered, “We could be. But we are so different from one
another.”
“Yes and no,” said Nadav. “We look different. We are religiously
different, but we are all Israelis who are in eighth grade, living in the
same neighborhood of Jerusalem. There are probably many things
that we and our families have in common.”
“We all listen to music,” said Shmulik. “Although I think that our
tastes are different.”

“Nevertheless, we all love music, just as all Israelis love music,”
added Ori. “In fact, for a small country, we have many major
orchestras, jazz bands, and pop and rock groups. There are more
than a half a dozen radio stations that all day long play Israeli music
and music from around the world.1 Israel has a large recording
industry that puts out albums with every kind of music from classical
to rock and pop to ethnic and religious music.”
“Don’t forget all of the music festivals. Then there are theater
festivals, art museums and art galleries, and the annual art
festivals,” said Yityish.2
“And books,” Ziva said with a dreamy smile. “Every year, Israel
publishes more than six thousand books of every kind!3 I just love
Book Week every June. It’s so much fun to wander up and down all
the aisles between the stalls and see so many different kinds of
books on every topic imaginable—all in Hebrew!”4
“This is what my mother calls culture!” announced Nadav.
“Israelis live in a very rich cultural environment, she says.”
After a moment of silence, Nadav spoke again, “There are other
things we have in common as Israelis. After high school, we serve in
the army. Well, at least most of us do, except some groups like the
haredim (the ultra-religious Israelis).”
“Not true,” said Shmulik, blushing. “Yes, for a very long time
haredi men did not serve, but that’s changing. Now there is a special
unit just for very religious men and more and more of them are
serving in the IDF (the Israel Defense Forces).” After catching his
breath, Shmulik quickly changed the subject, “Don’t forget that all
Israelis love electronic gadgets, especially cell phones!”
“And sports!” called out Ori. “I have a favorite soccer team, a
favorite basketball team, a favorite handball team, a favorite
volleyball team, and . . .”
“OK,” said Ziva, “we get the message. Yes, as Israelis, we love
sports, too.”
“You cannot forget the Internet. I’m sure we all use the Internet,
even Shmulik, right?” added Yityish. Everyone turned to look at
Shmulik who was a bit embarrassed by the question.

“We do not have an Internet connection on our home computer,”
he admitted. “As very religious Jews, our family feels it could be a
bad influence on our behavior.” His face got a bit redder and then he
added with a sheepish smile, “But I do go to a friend’s house to use
the Internet on his computer.”
“See, I was right,” announced Yityish. “Now that we have
established that we all take part in the common Israeli culture, I am
interested to find out two things. The first is what makes each of you
Rabinowitzes different and second, how you are all related.”

The sport of basketball has many Israeli fans. Here, Devin Smith of the Maccabi Tel Aviv
team scores in a February 2014 playoff game against Galatasaray Istanbul.

After a moment’s thought, Ziva proposed that they meet each
day during the following week in a different home and try to answer
Yityish’s questions. Everyone agreed. So, they exchanged
addresses and phone numbers and planned to meet first at Nadav’s
house.

Israeli soldiers drive a Merkava battle tank, designed and built in Israel.
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