
Throughout Israel's Hebrew-culture school system, all students read, write, speak and sing in 
Hebrew. This seems to be obvious and self-explanatory. However, a hundred years ago, this 
was not the case. Even the State’s visionary, Benjamin Herzl, believed that its future citizens 
would be speaking a non-Hebraic language. In his words: “Who of us has a command of Hebrew 
sufficient enough to even order a train ticket?”
Nonetheless, the dream of reviving Hebrew as a spoken language became a reality, mostly due 
to the labors of one person – Eliezer ben Yehuda.
Ben Yehuda took upon himself the seemingly impossible mission of promoting his desire on 
two planes – the personal and national. Within the family environment, he spoke only Hebrew 
with his wife and children. Outside the home, he initiated the drive to promote Hebrew as the 
publically spoken language in the Land of Israel.
Ben Yehuda was not alone in his ambitions. With him, many Zionist leaders believed that Hebrew 
revival was a critical condition in realizing the Zionist enterprise. 
In 1882, Ben Yehuda wrote about the imperative nature of this mission:
“From the day of Israel's expulsion until now, there has never been a time when national unity 
has been more critical. We must embark on this colossal endeavor, but it will not be accomplished 
by one person, nor by thousands, but only by the power of the entire nation. The People of Israel 
will only gain this unity if they all speak but one language, and no other language except that 
of their forefathers, will grant them the unity they seek… Only by Hebrew will the People of 
Israel live in their country… if we do not slowly but surely commence speaking Hebrew, in our 
homes and in the public sphere… as we stroll and shop in the market… we will not succeed… 
our hopes lost…”
For the People of Israel to exist in unity, they require not only a land and state, but also a 
language. All nations have their unique language, and until the nation of Israel acquires their 
own, it will be defined as merely a part of other national groups amongst who they dwell. The 
concept of reviving Hebrew as Israel’s spoken and educational language had many proponents, 
especially from within the ranks of the Zionist Movement’s pioneers.
But the idea also had its opponents. On one hand, the ultra-Orthodox “old establishment.” They 
believed that Hebrew’s status as the Holy Language demanded it only be used as such. Any usage 
as a language spoken in the public sphere or used in general education would be tantamount 
to sacrilege. On the other hand, many enlightened Jews saw Hebrew as dilapidated and weak, 
antiquated and stagnant. Hebrew would be inadequate in teaching such lofty subjects such as 
mathematics, science or history, and would also be insufficient in translating foreign language 
literary works.
In addition, European Jewish-community charity organizations, such as the French “Alliance 
Israélite Universelle,” the German “Hilfsverein,” and the British “Brothers of Charity,” all 
established and supported educational institutions in the country, but with certain conditions. 
They stipulated that these institutions teach secular subjects in the language of the foundation’s 
origin. Only religious topics were to be taught in Hebrew.
However, in the end, Hebrew was victorious. Its revival is an exceptional universal cultural 
phenomenon. Ben Yehuda and his followers succeeded where no other nation did. Modern 
Hebrew is one of the Zionist enterprise’s most comprehensive achievements: “Even as Hebrew 
is influenced by the many languages of the returning Jews… it is also the primary tool in 
absorbing those very Jews in the Land of Israel.”
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