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Introduction

The ultra-Orthodox (Haredim) are one of the most dynamic sectors of
Israeli society, with regard to demographic growth, internal structure,

and their social and political impact on public life in Israel.

Ultra-Orthodox society has experienced profound changes in recent
decades. The research literature assigns these changes to three main
categories. The first is changes in the leadership—the advent of a
new generation that lacks the dynamism and spiritual force of its
predecessors, alongside the appearance of practical-minded municipal
leaders and the incipient emergence of new spiritual voices, both
conservative and more moderate. The second category is that of cultural
changes, such as the penetration by the internet with its secular content,
the increasing tendency for men to join the labor force, the pursuit of
specialized vocations and an academic education, and the burgeoning of
a consumer culture. Third, economic developments, both global and local,
have had a negative impact on ultra-Orthodox society. The economic
changes include the increased influence of globalization on Israel,
the support by professional governmental economic agencies for the
demand that the ultra-Orthodox join the labor force, and the launching
of long-term national projects that encourage them to do so. American
Jewish organizations, too, were involved in these project and invested
resources to develop tracks for their integration in higher education and

employment.

Taken together, these factors have widened the cracks and undermined
the walls of ultra-Orthodox insularity and self-segregation. Another

important element in this development is the substantial growth rate
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of the ultra-Orthodox population, 4% a year, more than double that of
the population as a whole (1.9%). This growth expands the borders of the
ultra-Orthodox core and leads to the formation of new identities and
groups within the sector, located along the axis between conservatism
and modernity. There is no debate that this axis exists, with the fanatically
conservative at one extreme and the modernizers at the other. The
scholarly research about ultra-Orthodox society in the last generation
has aimed to shed light on this axis and to investigate the influence that
these two groups—the modernizers and the conservatives—have on the

ultra-Orthodox mainstream

Many studies have dealt with the processes of change, modernization,
and Israelization that ultra-Orthodox society has been undergoing in
recent decades and with the rise of subsectors within it. These studies
have dealt with the transition from the model that solidified over the
two previous generations, which led to active collectivism and the
construction of the ultra-Orthodox “society of scholars,” to a trend to
combine the traditional ultra-Orthodox way of life with a productive
lifestyle and greater individualism that is integrated into both the ultra-
Orthodox and general Israeli communities. “Either-or” has yielded to a
culture of “both this and that,” on different scales, with different degrees

of integration and in different areas of life.

Starting in 2012, the Israel Democracy Institute has published a series
of research studies that describe and map the modern ultra-Orthodox
communities. The first of these, by Haim Sicherman and Lee Cahaner,
focused on those who were defined as “members of the ultra-Orthodox
middle-class” —modern Haredim who belong to the non-Hasidic sector.
This qualitative pilot study looked at the way of life and ideology that
guide the members of the modern group, in an attempt to distinguish
them from other groups of Israeli Haredim. The second study was
published in the autumn of 2017 as a collection of papers in the journal

Democratic Culture. They were the fruits of the labors of a research group
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sponsored by the Israel Democracy Institute, who studied the family,
educational, employment, demographic, and spatial parameters of the

modern ultra-Orthodox.

The present volume, the third in the series, focuses on the emergence of
the modern ultra-Orthodox groups within ultra-Orthodox society and
the processes of change experienced by the latter, with the focus on
how it has crystallized along the identity axis that ranges from ultra-
conservatism to modernity. The methodology is quantitative and the

findings are based on a large survey of the ultra-Orthodox community.

The book presents a typological scale that is meant to determine the size
of the subgroups that lie on the axis between ultra-conservatism and
modernity and especially to illuminate and validate, based on a broad
sample and at the present point in time, their characteristics and way
of life, as well as their attitudes and ideas on a wide variety of topics—
society and the economy, space and society, education, higher education,
employment, lifestyle, the media and leisure-time activities, residential
environment—and their attitudes about issues of gender, state, society,
and economics. In acknowledgement of the fact that behavior patterns
and attitudes on these topics are in constant motion in the various groups
within ultra-Orthodox society, the study cross-checked this axis against

other axes of identity —ethnic affiliation, employment, age, and gender.

This study divides the ultra-Orthodox into four subgroups, lying along
an axis ranging from ultraconservative Haredim (28%), to conservative
Haredim (32%), Haredim who exhibit some features of modernity (29%),

and finally modern Haredim (11%).

The findings of the survey reveal strong similarities between the
ultraconservative and conservative groups. Both of them match the
profile of the ultra-Orthodox mainstream or core group: they live in their
own geographical spaces (ultra-Orthodox towns or neighborhoods), send

their children to ultra-Orthodox schools, and conduct their community
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life in keeping with their dominant ethnic identity. Their attitude about
the state and its institutions adheres to the ultra-Orthodox ethos and
reflects ideological fidelity to the leading rabbis and ultra-Orthodox
political parties.

Although the planning and implementation of the survey could treat
these two groups as one (60%), with regard to theory and research it
seems more appropriate to separate them. For all that the conservative
group is indeed insular and conformist and lives according to the codes
of the ultra-Orthodox mainstream, in many ways it is less extreme
than the ultraconservative group and constitutes an intermediate
category that is closer to the modern groups on some issues and unlike
the ultraconservative extreme. Maintaining the ultraconservative and
conservative as separate categories makes it possible to take a closer look
at the nuances that mark off the conservative group and to examine the
dialogue it conducts with it the other intermediate group, that which has

been touched by modernity, but also the differences between them.

It would be more difficult to combine the two modern groups (40%),
as a matter both of theory and of the planning and implementation of
the survey. They need to be distinguished at all levels and in all senses,
because there are great differences between them. The group that
shows some touches of modernity (the “semi-modern”) constitutes an
intermediate sector that combines conservative ideas and practices with
relatively modern ideas about a number of issues (such as the use of the
internet, leisure culture, and higher education). Its ideas and practices
set it off from the modern group, where there is a closer fit between its
members’relatively modern outlook and actual conduct, which is marked
by strong connection to the Israeli street and a lifestyle that is more
modern than is generally accepted in the ultra-Orthodox mainstream.
For both groups there is an intrinsic gap between a lifestyle that is not
isolated from the Israeli mainstream and the need and desire to remain

part of ultra-Orthodox society and to follow its laws and practices, which
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constitute their core identity. But unlike the modern group, those whom
we call “semi-modern” are an ultra-Orthodox core group and wish to
remain deeply rooted in the rules and mechanisms of the ultra-Orthodox
mainstream. Because of this essential difference, we must view them as
two separate groups and seek a better understanding of the intermediate,
semi-modern group, which is more conservative than the modern group.
The semi-modern group conducts a dialogue and transfer of identities

with both the conservative core group and with the moderns.

The gaps between the groups on the spectrum from conservative to
modern and the internal differences within each group sketch out a
broad gamut of identities within each of them. This variation is more
pronounced in the two modern groups, because their identity is based
on innate contradictions and internal ambivalence, due to their location
between the ultra-Orthodox world and the Israeli mainstream. The
modern ultra-Orthodox identity is socially complex, searching, and
hybrid. This identity is based on a mixing of ethnic groups and on a
synthesis of ultra-Orthodox religious concepts and needs with modern
Israeli concepts, and is fighting for the identity of this generation and
in particular of the next generation. The current generation lacks the
religious, educational, and political institutions that could give it stability
and sound its voice. The hybrid nature and fragility of the modern ultra-
Orthodox identity requires the broadest possible (but not generalizing)
look at on the scale of identities between conservatism and modernity
in ultra-Orthodox society. This is why it is so important to maintain the
division into four identity groups and to split the modern ultra-Orthodox

into two distinct groups.

If we consider the full spectrum of ultra-Orthodox society we find that
its subgroups are quite different from one another, with regard to their
size, characteristics, human capital, and intrasectoral political and social
resources—all of which affect their relative weight within the sector.

What is more, even though assigning the ultra-Orthodox to distinct
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groups is convenient for discussing and describing them, the fourfold
division does not reflect the full complexity of the situation. In fact,
the boundaries between these groups are fairly fluid, given that we are
talking about human beings with complex hybrid identities that are
expressed in diverse ways in changing circumstances. However much we
may want to organize the survey findings into clear categories, in the real
world the dividing lines are much less systematic and more dynamic,
and often vary with regard to specific questions. All the same, there are
logical grounds for the division into subgroups presented in this book,
inasmuch as attitudes and behaviors do in fact segment in a certain
order, and the creation of the categories within ultra-Orthodox society
adds a layer to the discussion of the modern ultra-Orthodox identity and

our understanding of it.

The Structure The book is divided into nine chapters. Each
of the Book of them deals with a topic that seems to

be important for creating a profile of ultra-
Orthodox society and its subgroups ranged along the conservative-
modern axis, both from the theoretical and from the practical perspective.
Taken together, the chapters offer a panoramic portrait that meets the
research goals outlined above. Chapter 11ays out the research background
and the rationale and goals of the study, the methodology employed to
create the axis of identity between conservatism and modernity, and its
cross-checking against the subgroups that emerge from other ways of

segmenting ultra-Orthodox society.

Chapter 2 focuses on demography: fertility rate, family status, marriage
age, age, and origins, as revealed by the survey findings. This chapter
also looks at four socioeconomic parameters: income, home ownership

and size, access to motor vehicles, and possession of a driver’s license. By
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means of the information collected by the survey about these domains
and in light of the demographic forecasts of a major expansion of the
ultra-Orthodox sector, the chapter inquires about the changes in the
fundamental demographic and socioeconomic parameters of ultra-
Orthodox society and projects them onto the conservative-modern

identity axis.

Chapter 3 presents data on children’s education and exposure to secular
studies, both with regard to the sector as a whole (the sample group) and
to the internal segmentation (from ultraconservative to modern, ethnic
identification), which is the most important identity marker that affects

the ideology and values of the ultra-Orthodox education system.

Chapter 4 focuses on higher education and the issue of gender
segregation in the sector as a whole, broken down by gender and by the
four subgroups. It reviews ultra-Orthodox attitudes and feelings about
economic and social integration into the Israeli mainstream and ideas
about the importance of such integration for the relations with society at
large. The second part of the chapter deals with employment, and profiles
the types of employment, the different vocations and professions, the
work environment, and attitudes about mixed-gender and mixed-sector

workplaces.

Chapter 5 examines the spatial and communal characteristics of the
changing interfaces within ultra-Orthodox society itself and with the
Israeli mainstream. It divides the replies to the survey with regard to
spatial and community patternsinto two sections: the first deals with the
choice of where people live, the form of housing, and the neighborhood;
the second deals with community patterns—the importance of living
within the community, actual affiliation with the community and its
style and characteristics, with regard to the type of synagogue, the image
of the rabbi, and whether the community is like that to which the parents

belonged. The system of community life projects the community and
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spatial choices made by the respondents onto their ethnic-community
identity and the conservative-modern identity axis and is clearly

reflected in them.

Chapter 6 considers the exposure of the ultra-Orthodox to the media, the
internet, and leisure-time culture, chiefly of the types consumed by the
public at large. This exposure is part of the cultural processes that are
evident in all parts of ultra-Orthodox society; a look at these processes
brings the differences between the ultra-Orthodox groups on the
conservative-modern axis into sharper focus and shows that the modern
groups are the cutting edge in ultra-Orthodox society in all matters
related to exposure to the media and the general leisure-time culture.
The findings here can be divided into two types: exposure to the media—
radio, periodical press, and internet; and exposure to leisure time and
vacation habits—attending the cinema and theater, reading secular
literature, listening to non-ultra-Orthodox music, and vacationing in

Israel and abroad.

Chapter 7 examines how ultra-Orthodox society perceives women’s role
and appropriate occupations. The survey examined attitudes towards the
status of women and their role in the workforce, the community, and the
family. The topics addressed here include a conservative or egalitarian
attitude about women’s role and status in ultra-Orthodox society, family
planning, whether ultra-Orthodox women can hold senior managerial
positions, support for or opposition to allowing ultra-Orthodox women
to take out a driver’s license, gender segregation in public places, and
whether ultra-Orthodox women who militate for equal rights for women
are undermining ultra-Orthodox society. The differences in positions on

these issues are set against the conservative-modern axis.

Chapter 8 broadens the canvas to look at ultra-Orthodox attitudes, ideas,
and feelings about the religion-society-state triangle, in light of the

unique historical and social circumstances that gave rise to it and in light



Introduction

of the cultural, social, and economic changes that have taken place in the
community and the diversity of its subgroups. The chapter homes in on
the ultra-Orthodox minority’s concept of Israeli identity and relationship
to the state. More particularly, it delves into their sense of being part of
the state, their attitudes towards national ceremonies and holiday, the
attitude towards military service, the status of rabbinic authority, their
political position on the left-right political and security axis, and the

subgroups’ preferences in Knesset elections.

The last chapter offers an overview of the findings of the research.
Drawing on outside sources and previous research, and of course on
the information and interpretation of the survey itself, it endeavors
to answer the three research questions presented at its start with
regard to the uniqueness of ultra-Orthodox society, its diversity, and
the coalescence of the modern subsectors. The first part of the chapter
addresses the main research question and presents a profile of the four
groups. The second part considers whether it is possible to consolidate
these four groups into two reference groups—a conservative core group
and a modern group. The third takes a historical perspective and asks
whether modern ultra-Orthodoxy is a new phenomenon or perhaps
simply one phase in the annals of the ultra-Orthodox world, and not at all
unique. The fourth part asks whether the productive and modern ultra-
Orthodox sectors can serve as a bridge between Israeli society and the
ultra-Orthodox and whether the state can take steps to strengthen the
modern and productive ultra-Orthodox groups. The fifth section takes up

the limitations of the research and proposes questions for future study.

The data presented in the book were checked using standard statistical
procedures and found to be statistically significant; they are available
on the website of the Israel Democracy Institute. Some readers may
accept the findings but disagree with the proposed interpretation and
offer other readings of the data. In my view, not only is a different

interpretation acceptable; it also contributes to the discussion about the

xi
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complex topic studied here and the attempt to define and characterize
the modern communities within ultra-Orthodox society. I hope that
this book will enrich the discussion and research about ultra-Orthodox
society and serve as a source for empirical data not previously available,

and certainly not within the same set of covers.
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