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Zionist Terminology and the Jewish Sources: 
Berl Katznelson and the Creation of the Term 
‘Hanhalat Halashon’ (Bequeathing the Language)

Abstract: The Zionist movement is a unique and interesting example of the twentieth-
century appropriation of Jewish sources in political thought and action. The Socialist 
Zionist movement in the early years of the Zionist enterprise and through the establish-
ment of the State of Israel is often considered to have broken with Jewish tradition in 
its essentially modern project. Yet Jewish values such as the Hebrew language, however 
controversial, played an important part in its vision. This case study of the formation of 
Zionist terminology explores the coining of the term ‘hanhalat halashon’ (bequeathing 
the language) by Berl Katznelson. Later adopted as the official name for the government 
program of teaching Hebrew to Israel’s Jewish immigrants and building a Hebrew-speak-
ing nation, the term allows us to view the Zionist movement’s complex relationship with 
Jewish tradition, which it at times strove to realize, at times to renew, and at times to 
change and reinterpret.

1. Introduction

In January 1951, shortly after the founding of the State of Israel in 
1948, the Department for Cultural Absorption in Israel’s newly estab-
lished Ministry of Education and Culture was renamed the Department 
for Hanhalat Halashon (bequeathing the language). The catalyst behind 
the change in emphasis from “culture” to hanhalat halashon was Shmuel 
Yavnieli, who had by that time served as head of the department for just 
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over a year.1 The department had experienced considerable turmoil under 
the management of several hands during the short period since its estab-
lishment, and Yavnieli sought stability by reorganizing and reshaping it, 
including determining the new title it would take on.

This article will discuss the term chosen by Yavnieli to describe the 
mission of his department, hanhalat halashon, viewing this coinage by 
Berl Katznelson in 1919 as a case study of the formation of Zionist ter-
minology, and examining this phrase in relation to traditional Jewish 
sources.2 The formation of Zionist terminology is part of a broader issue 
of twentieth-century borrowings and appropriations of Jewish sources 
in political thought and action, in particular in Jewish political life and 
nationalism. 

2. The Department for ‘Hanhalat Halashon’

first let us introduce the national project Katznelson’s term was chosen to 
represent in 1951. The Department for Hanhalat Halashon was in charge 
of the formidable mission of absorbing the huge wave of Jewish immigra-
tion and refugees that flooded the newly established state from displaced 
persons camps throughout Europe and from countries across the Middle 
East. The small Jewish community in the State of Israel, then number-
ing 650,000, found itself absorbing a similar number of immigrants and 
doubling its size in just eighteen months. This level of growth was un-
precedented by any immigrant-absorbing country. By the second half of 
the 1950s a second wave of mass immigration raised the total number 
of immigrants in the first decade of the State of Israel’s existence to over 
900,000 people.3 

 1 Elyakim Weinberg, Adult Education in the Generation of the State: Bequeathing 
a Language and Education for Adults from the First Aliyot to the Present (Jerusalem: 
Ministry of Education and Culture, 1992), pp. 91, 97 [Hebrew]. In october 1952, under 
a brief period of management by Avraham Even-Shoshan, the department acquired its 
more or less final title as the Education and Hanhalat Halashon Department. 
 2 The term hanhalat halashon was adopted by the Cultural Department of the 
National Committee, which was established in 1936 following the large wave of immi-
gration known as the fifth Aliya, and from there it passed to the Ministry of Education 
once the State of Israel was founded (Weinberg, Adult Education in the Generation of the 
State, pp. 41–42). See also Ben-Zion fishler, “The History of Bequeathing the Language,” 
Language and Hebrew 6 (1990), p. 36 [Hebrew].
 3 on linguistic absorption of immigrants in the first years of the state, see Ben-
Zion fishler, “on Bequeathing the Language in the Time of the Creation of the State,” 
People and Book 4 (1987), pp. 126–147 [Hebrew]; Itamar Even-Zohar, “The Growth and 
Consolidation of Local and Native Hebrew Culture in the Land of Israel, 1822–1948,” 
Katedra 16 (1980), pp. 165–189 [Hebrew].
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The successful absorption and integration of these new immigrants 
from vastly different linguistic backgrounds depended, in large part, 
on imparting the state’s official language—modern Hebrew.4 This was a 
key factor in establishing the foundations of the new Jewish society and 
nation-state. While children were simply sent to public schools, where 
the language of instruction was Hebrew, the Department for Hanhalat 
Halashon was to take care of transmitting the Hebrew language to the 
adult immigrant population.5 It might be noted that today the Ministry 
of Education still operates the Department for Hanhalat Halashon, which 
has since undergone certain structural alterations. According to available 
statistics, over 1.5 million adult immigrants have acquired the Hebrew 
language through the department’s various programs since the establish-
ment of the State of Israel.6

These national institutions and operations were the realization of what 
a few decades before, when the term “hanhalat halashon” was coined, 
were little more than ideas and plans within the framework of Zionist 
ideology.7 They were part of the larger scheme to revive Hebrew and turn 
it into the spoken language of a Jewish nation in Palestine.8 

 4  In the early years of the state, Hebrew was the mother tongue of only 20 percent 
of its inhabitants. The mother tongue of 10 percent was Arabic, while the remaining 
70 percent were not native Hebrew speakers. Considering the data and the fact that 
most veteran citizens had also acquired Hebrew later in their lives after being raised 
with a variety of mother tongues, it is unsuitable to address Hebrew in those years as 
the national language. Riva Aviad, “The Enterprise for Bequeathing the Language,” in 
New Jewish Time: Jewish Culture in the Secular Era: An Encyclopedic Perspective, vol. 2 
(Jerusalem: Keter, 2007), p. 294 [Hebrew].
 5 By 1953, with immigration dwindling, it became clear that the department had 
failed to teach Hebrew to large segments of the population. The ulpan system of Hebrew-
language instruction had indeed reached more than 10,000 adult students per year, but 
hundreds of thousands of others remained without a basic knowledge of Hebrew. The 
minister of education and culture, Ben-Zion Dinur, directed the new head of the depart-
ment, Yosef Shaked, to prepare “operation Hanhalat Halashon to the People,” which was 
launched in November 1954. The operation lasted about a year and a half and reached 
approximately 60,000 adults. See Weinberg, Adult Education in the Generation of the 
State, pp. 109–124.
 6 for a short summary, see Aviad, “Bequeathing the Language,” pp. 294–297.
  7 See, for example, Gideon Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology (Hanover: Brandeis 
university Press, 1995), pp. 3–47.
 8  There is an extensive literature regarding various aspects of the modern revival 
of Hebrew. for a linguistic perspective, see, for example, Haim Rosen, Our Hebrew (Tel 
Aviv: Am oved, 1956) [Hebrew]. for a historical analysis, see, for example, Reuven 
Sivan, The Revival of the Hebrew Language (Jerusalem: E. Rubinstein, 1980); Shlomo 
Carmi, One People, One Language (Israel: Ministry of Defense, 1997) [Hebrew]. for the 
debate over Hebrew culture and national culture and its formation, see Yaakov Shavit, 
“National Society and National Hebrew Culture: Two Perspectives,” Zionism 8 (1983), 
pp. 111–121 [Hebrew].
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3. Berl Katznelson and the origins of the Term  
‘Hanhalat Halashon’

over the years, the Zionist movement developed an elaborate system of 
terms that reflected its ideological interpretation of reality and political 
objectives. This terminology has an interesting relationship to tradition-
al Jewish sources. Sometimes traditional terms were simply borrowed 
and appropriated to refer to modern political realities, whereas on other 
occasions these terms were modified and combined in new ways. This 
phenomenon was one expression of the movement’s complex relationship 
with the Jewish tradition, which at times it strove to realize, at times to 
renew, and at times to change and reinterpret.9 Most famously, the term 
“Zionism” itself, which was coined by Nathan Birnbaum and later adopt-
ed by Theodor Herzl, took the biblical notion of “Zion” and placed it in 
the context of a modern political movement. other famous borrowings 
are geula (redemption), komemiut (roughly translated as independence), 
she’erit hapleta (the surviving remnant, applied to Holocaust survivors), 
and more. ultimately, the Zionist vocabulary of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries was formed by the interplay of traditional 
Jewish sources, from which the above terms derived, and other national 
and mass political movements in Europe, from which terms such as “na-
tionalism,” “revival,” and “the new man” were adopted.10 

The present discussion centers on Berl Katznelson’s decision to employ 
the term hanhala,11 derived from the verb lehanhil (to bequeath),12 to de-
scribe the mission of spreading the Hebrew language. As such, he took a 
traditional Hebrew term, encompassing a rich history in the Jewish tra-
dition, and transformed it into a relevant and modern national concept. 
The discussion will begin with a historical reconstruction of the creation 
of the term and will then proceed to examine its meaning within three 
historical layers of Hebrew literature: the Bible, the rabbinic tradition, 

 9 for varying views and trends, see, for example, Yaakov Shavit, “Last Jews or first 
Hebrews? The Call of a Hebrew Revival,” in Shavit, ed., From Hebrew to Canaanite 
(Jerusalem: Domino, 1984), pp. 16–45 [Hebrew].
 10  for general trends in eastern European Jewish history in the nineteenth cen-
tury, see Israel Bartal, The Jews of Eastern Europe, 1772–1881 (Jerusalem: Ministry of 
Defense, 2002) [Hebrew]. on nationalism and language in the Zionist context, see 
Shimon A. Shur, “Nation Building and National Language,” Language and Hebrew 6 
(1990), pp. 29–34 [Hebrew]. See also the above-mentioned literature on Zionism and 
the revival of Hebrew. on the formation of nationalism and the rise of mass politics 
in Europe, see George L. Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses (New York: Howard 
fertig, 1975).
.hanhala, bequeathing ,הַנְָחלָה 11 
.lehanhil, to bequeath ,לְהַנְִחיל 12 
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and modern Hebrew literature. occupying the center of this analysis is 
the problem of continuity and change: How did Katznelson use biblical 
and rabbinic sources to create a key idiom in modern Zionist terminol-
ogy? In light of this question, I will examine the meanings he attributed 
to it and the extent to which they expand and alter the biblical and rab-
binic traditions from which they derive. 

3.1 Historical Reconstruction

The expression “hanhalat halashon” first appeared in february 1919 in 
Berl Katznelson’s13 speech at a meeting of the foundation Committee 
of Ahdut Ha’avoda (the Labor unity Party) in Petah Tikva.14 There, he 
spoke of “bequeathing the Hebrew language to the newcomers” (hanhalat 
halashon ha’ivrit laba’im).15 Katznelson, who was then ascending to lead-
ership, saw the creation of a new Jewish culture in Palestine as central to 
his political activity.16 As such, he emphasized the need to base the new 
Jewish life on a single national language, Hebrew.17 

 13 Dov Ber Be’eri Katznelson (1887–1944) was one of the founders and leaders of 
the Israeli Labor movement during the British Mandate of Palestine. Born in Russia, 
he made aliya as a pioneer and rose to become a leader of Mapai, the largest Jewish 
political party in Palestine, and the Zionist Congress, which he headed and founded 
together with David Ben-Gurion. He founded and cofounded many key Socialist Zionist 
institutions and organizations, such as the Ahdut Ha’avoda party, Mapai, the Histadrut 
(the General federation of Laborers in the Land of Israel), the Hamashbir consumers’ 
cooperative, Hapoalim Bank, the Solel Boneh construction company, and the Kupat 
Holim health services. He also founded and edited the Davar newspaper and launched 
the Am oved publishing house. He is considered to have been the main thinker and 
publicist of Mapai. Katznelson is famous for his contribution to the development and 
encouragement of Hebrew culture in Mandatory Palestine. See Anita Shapira, Berl: A 
Biography (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1981) [Hebrew]. for more on the formation of the 
Israeli Labor movement, see, for example, Ze’ev Tzahor, On the Way to Leading the 
Yishuv: The Histadrut at Its Onset (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 1981) [Hebrew]. 
 14 Avraham Tzivion, The Jewish Portrait of Berl Katznelson (Tel Aviv: Sifriat Poalim, 
1984), pp. 215–216 [Hebrew]. About this speech, see Shapira, Berl, p. 155.
 15 Berl Katznelson, “Labor unity,” in Katznelson, Writings, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Mapai, 
1950), p. 120 [Hebrew].
 16 The creation of a new Jewish culture in Palestine was, in Katznelson’s view, an 
integral part of building and shaping a new Jewish society in the land of Israel, and a 
salient characteristic of his leadership. See Anita Shapira, “Ben-Gurion and Berl: Two 
Types of Leadership,” in Shlomo Avineri, ed., David Ben-Gurion: The Figure of a Workers’ 
Movement Leader (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1988), pp. 46–72 [Hebrew]. on the intellectual 
roots of the cultural debate within Zionism, see Yaakov Shavit, “The Position of Culture 
in the Process of formation of a National Society in the Land of Israel: Positions and 
Key Concepts,” in Moshe Lissak and Gavriel Cohen, eds., The History of the Jewish 
Settlement in the Land of Israel Since the Time of the First Aliyah, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: 
Israeli Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1989), pp. 9–29.
 17 See, for example, Berl Katznelson, “on the Rights of our Language,” in Katznelson, 
Writings, pp. 304–305, originally published in 1921; Katznelson, “The Pamphlet Said 
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This mode of expression was a further elaboration of the term 
Katznelson introduced a year earlier in his famous speech at the Seventh 
Agricultural Committee meeting in Rehovot—Likrat Hayamim Haba’im 
(Toward the Coming Days)—in february 1918.18 He concluded the speech 
on an inspirational note by turning to the issue of language: “Tremendous 
means, along with tremendous human forces, forces of love and devo-
tion, should come to the aid of the Hebrew language and turn it into the 
estate of the people (nahalat am) returning to its homeland.”19 The use of 
the expression “nahalat am”20 is not accidental, for Katznelson repeated 
it in the conclusion of his speech, echoing Moses’ words to Israel: “The 
assets of culture, science, art, and thought should be the estate of the peo-
ple (nahalat am). And do not say that these things are beyond reach.”21 
Here, Katznelson first offered the parallel between language, education, 
and the biblical phrase “nahalat am.” At this point, the term was not yet 
used exclusively to indicate the Hebrew language, but rather referred to 
all cultural and scientific property. 

Katznelson’s rhetoric stresses his view that cultural assets such as the 
national language, literature, and modern knowledge should be accessible 
to all; they should be the collective possession of the people, its bequest. 
This position reflects a criticism of Jewish life in the diaspora that pre-
vailed among Jewish nationalists and Hebraists in the early twentieth 
century. In the diaspora, only the educated elite, rabbis, and maskilim 22 

(Regarding the Language Question),” in Katznelson, Writings, vol. 1, p. 148, original-
ly published in 1919. for more on Katznelson’s Hebrew activity, see Weinberg, Adult 
Education in the Generation of the State, pp. 22–23, 27–28, 35, 37, 44. See also Shlomo 
Haramati, Levites in the Temple of Hebrew (Tel Aviv: Yaron Golan, 1996), pp. 163–198 
[Hebrew]; Shimon A. Shur, Modern Hebrew: Ideology, Society, and Politics (Tel Aviv: 
Mosad Herzl, 1999), pp. 100–109, 139–154 [Hebrew].
 18 This speech is viewed by his biographer as signifying Katznelson’s rise to politi-
cal leadership in the workers’ camp and later in the Yishuv (the new Zionist settlement 
in Palestine from the end of the nineteenth century onward). Shapira, Berl, p. 155.
 19 Berl Katznelson, “Toward the Coming Days,” in Katznelson, Writings, p. 84. 
Katznelson’s handling of the Hebrew language issue in the speech is in many ways a 
reiteration of the principal points he wrote of already in 1913, with further elaboration 
and rhetorical sophistication. See “from the Central Committee of the federation of 
the Agricultural Workers of Judea” (letter 106), in Katznelson, The Correspondence of 
Berl Katznelson: 1904–1914, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1961), pp. 450–451 [Hebrew]. 
Here he does not yet make use of the word nahala. 
.nahalat am, the people’s bequest ,נחלת עם 20 
 21 Katznelson, “Toward the Coming Days,” p. 86. He used the term “nahalat am” to 
designate education in general in the same year during the discussions of establishing 
“Adama (‘Ground’) Publishing.” See Berl Katznelson, At Work: Friends Pamphlet (Jaffa: 
Agricultural Workers’ federation, 1918), p. 52 [Hebrew]. Cf. Moses’ concluding remarks 
in his farewell address to Israel, Deuteronomy 30:11–14.
 22 A Hebrew term for a member of the Haskala (Enlightenment) intellectual 
movement. 
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could read and write in Hebrew, while the majority of Jews used vernacu-
lar languages and Jewish dialects such as Yiddish and Ladino. Katznelson’s 
position also reflects a general social agenda of providing modern and 
high-level education to all eastern European and Middle Eastern Jews. 

A year later, in 1919, the expression developed by Katznelson al-
ready took on its final form, which combined “hanhala” with the word 
lashon (language; literally, “tongue”). Katznelson used the term “hanhalat 
halashon” for the first time in a speech in which he discussed the need 
to bring the people back to its language. This is also the form in which 
it appeared in the new party’s platform written by Katznelson.23 one of 
the party’s four goals was included in paragraph D of the platform: “The 
bequeathing of the Hebrew language (hanhalat halashon ha’ivrit) and cul-
tural treasures to all people and the involvement of workers in cultural 
life and creation.”24 Here too, the concept of “nahala” was not reserved 
for Hebrew studies alone, and it refers to “cultural treasures” as well. This 
is reminiscent of the approach displayed in the 1918 speech discussed 
above.25 Linguistically, however, Katznelson does not coin the term “be-
queathing the culture,” but rather adjoins culture to the formula “hanhalat 
halashon,” which remains unique in the text. from here on, the phrase 
“hanhalat halashon” became common, though not exclusively so, in the 
vocabulary employed by Katznelson and gradually also by others.26 

 23 Shapira, Berl, p. 149.
 24 Berl Katznelson, “The unity Proposal,” in Katznelson, Writings, pp. 130–131.
 25 A later section of the party platform (chap. 8, sec. 5), which elaborates on the 
roles of the planned Center for Cultural Work (Merkaz Le’avoda Tarbutit) intended to 
be established, it states clearly that this includes Hebrew studies as well as general edu-
cation (ibid., p. 132).
 26 An important step toward the propagation of the new term occurred sever-
al months after the committee meeting with the publication of an article written by 
Shmuel Yavnieli about the study of Hebrew in the diaspora. Yavnieli, also a key ac-
tivist in Hebrew and cultural matters, intended to title his article “Cultural Work in 
the Diaspora,” but Katznelson, who edited it, suggested it be called instead “Hanhalat 
Halashon La’am” (Bequeathing the Language to the People). This helped establish the 
formula and to designate the term “nahala” for language only, excluding other fields of 
culture and knowledge. Katznelson explained his choice in a letter, citing the need to 
stress that the crux of the matter here is the issue of the language’s revival (hayated kan 
tehiyat halashon). This supports the view that his choice of words was conscious and 
meant to convey the ideology of national revival. Moreover, the fact that Katznelson did 
not choose the term tehiyat halashon but “hanhalat halashon” goes to show he found 
specific merit in the term “nahala.” The implication of this choice will be discussed later. 
See Shmuel Yavnieli, “Bequeathing the Language to the People,” in Yavnieli, Writings: 
1918–1935, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1961), pp. 26–43 [Hebrew]. for Katznelson’s let-
ter, see letter 311 to David Remez, June 1919, in Berl Katznelson, The Correspondence 
of Berl Katznelson: 1918–1919 (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1976), vol. 3, p. 327 [Hebrew]. This 
must have influenced Yavnieli’s 1951 decision, mentioned above, to rename the corre-
sponding department in the Ministry of Education.
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The date on which the term “hanhalat halashon” was conceived was 
not inadvertent or accidental. The end of World War I, following the 
Balfour Declaration of 1917 and during the British conquest of Palestine, 
aroused great expectations for substantial Jewish immigration and devel-
opment of the Yishuv 27 among Zionists.28 Moreover, during the Second 
Aliya (1903–1914), Hebrew took on the role of the language of public life 
in the Yishuv, and this was achieved through the activities of key players 
in a number of significant episodes. one of the more famous of these was 
the “war of languages” (1913) that raged over the language of instruc-
tion in the Technion (the Israel Institute of Technology, today one of the 
leading scientific institutes in the world), which was then being founded. 
The German-Jewish donors who initiated the establishment of the first 
institution of higher learning in ottoman Palestine intended technical 
courses to be taught in German. They were overcome by elements in the 
Yishuv such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda and the Language Committee (Vaad 
Halashon), the Teachers’ organization and Hebraists within the circles of 
the Hebrew Gymnasium in Tel Aviv, and the workers, who acted together 
to alter the donors’ decision and impose full Hebrew instruction.29 

The revival of Hebrew as a spoken language was not merely an intel-
lectual or academic struggle. Notwithstanding important achievements in 
this area, only several thousand adults used Hebrew regularly in their pub-
lic and private lives in 1919.30 Most Jews in Palestine, even in the Zionist 
settlements and circles, continued to employ a variety of other mother 
tongues and European languages (mainly Yiddish, Russian, German, and 

 27 See note 18 above.
 28 The wave of enthusiasm is clearly reflected in Katznelson’s remarkably lofty rhet-
oric in this period, especially during 1918, where dramatic expectation overshadows 
the critical tone. for a depiction of the expectations, see Shapira, Berl, p. 166. for atti-
tudes toward the revival of Hebrew in the workers’ camp at the time, see, for example, 
Rachel Katznelson, “Language Wanderings,” in Berl Katznelson, At Work, pp. 68–78. 
for a general outlook on these expectations in the workers’ camp, see On the Threshold 
(Jerusalem: Poalei Zion Party, 1918) [Hebrew].
 29 on the revival of Hebrew in Palestine, see, for example, Yaakov Palman, “Eliezer 
Ben-Yehuda and the Revival of the Hebrew Language,” Katedra 2 (1977), pp. 83–107 
[Hebrew]; Shimon A. Shur, “The full Return to Hebrew: The formative Period, 1904– 
1916,” Directions 11–12 (1997), pp. 169–177 [Hebrew]; Binyamin Harshav, “Essay on the 
Revival of the Hebrew Language,” Alpayim 2 (1990), pp. 9–54 [Hebrew]. The revival of 
Hebrew preceded Ben-Yehuda in the circles of Sephardic Jews in Palestine; see Shlomo 
Haramati, Three Who Preceded Ben-Yehuda (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 1978) [Hebrew]. 
Hebrew also served as the lingua franca between the various Jewish groups. See Haim 
Rabin, “What Was the Revival of the Hebrew Language?” in Avraham Even-Shoshan et 
al., eds., Shalom Sivan Book (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 1979) [Hebrew]. However, Rabin 
supports the view of Ben-Yehuda as a reviver of Hebrew speech due to his modern na-
tionalistic orientation. 
 30 According to the estimates of Yavnieli. See Yavnieli, Writings, p. 30.
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even french). The realization of the idea to create a Hebrew-speaking na-
tion was yet at its earliest stage. As the flux of immigration resumed and 
intensified after the first World War, great efforts needed to be invested 
in spreading Hebrew among new Jewish immigrants to Palestine. 

A variety of local, mainly municipal, organizations took on this activ-
ity, but only Ahdut Ha’avoda and the Histadrut took action on a national 
scale, especially among those without the means to teach themselves the 
language. These bodies set about recruiting teachers and raising funds 
in order to organize Hebrew lessons for hundreds of workers and pio-
neers, despite the scarcity of resources available at the time. Katznelson 
himself invested much time and energy in this effort.31 In the years that 
the Hebrew university was being established as an elitist research insti-
tute, he and others in his movement were advocating popular education 
for adults.

Katznelson’s campaign in favor of the Hebrew language and parallel 
campaigns by other advocates of Hebrew in the Yishuv were part of a 
greater struggle of language politics that shook the Jewish world in these 
years from within and from without.32 The Jewish workers’ movement in 
eastern Europe and the united States, boasting millions of members, was 
one of a number of arenas in which a fierce debate raged over Yiddish 
versus Hebrew as the Jewish national language. Yiddish was winning 
throughout the Jewish world, with the exception of Palestine. Attempts 
to fortify Hebrew hegemony in the Yishuv after the war were not de-
tached from the rise of Yiddish and Yiddishism.33 Socialist Yiddishists 
denounced Hebrew as “reactionary” and “bourgeois,” whereas Yiddish 
was “proletarian” or “popular,” for it was spoken by the majority of lower-
class Jews. When Katznelson coined his term, the question of language 
was at the center of fierce public and political controversy among Jewish 

 31 See, for example, letters 218, 225, 226, 227, 236, and 244 in Katznelson, 
Correspondence: 1915–1918, vol. 2; letters 286, 291, 294, 295, 301, and 360 in Katznelson, 
Correspondence: 1918–1919, vol. 3; letter 73, in Katznelson, Correspondence: 1919–1922, 
vol. 4.
 32 This struggle was taking place among Jews and between them and their non-
Jewish environment but also more broadly in Europe, as the question of the cultural 
rights of national minorities was being debated after the war. The establishment of public 
school systems and mandatory free education that spread national European languages 
among all Europeans, including Jews in eastern Europe, in the wake of the national re-
vival movements, was itself a major blow to traditional Jewish culture based on Yiddish 
speech and Hebrew learning. Sometimes this was accompanied by a clear intention 
to Russify, Polonize, or Germanize local Jewish minorities, and in the example of the 
Russian Bolsheviks even the outright persecution of Hebrew education and culture.
 33 The ideology supporting Yiddish as the national, and sometimes only, Jewish 
language.
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socialists, in which he also took part.34 Katznelson was trying to defend a 
middle position: maintaining the connection to Hebrew on the one hand, 
and spreading it among common Jews on the other. His rhetoric had to 
consolidate and clearly express such a position in an appealing way.

As far as ideology is concerned, Katznelson’s position was not fun-
damentally innovative or novel, as it followed the line taken by the 
movement for the revival of the Hebrew language. What was new and 
significant was the large-scale promotion and realization of this ideol-
ogy achieved by Katznelson and the Labor movement more generally.35 
His contribution should be viewed on two levels: The first, not dealt with 
here, is his role as a leader in the movement that strove for the realization 
of this objective.36 The second, which is the focus of the present paper, is 
the creation of the literal formula and phrase that would later be adopted 
by various national institutions and eventually become the official name 
of this vast project in the history of the State of Israel.37 

It is important to note that prior to Katznelson’s construct there 
were a variety of terms referring to the study of Hebrew for national 

 34 This is a matter Katznelson addressed throughout his political career. See, for 
example, Katznelson, “The Pamphlet Said,” p. 148.
 35 Since its establishment in 1920, the Histadrut was the only organization to offer 
Hebrew courses on a national scale for workers (alongside existing local organizations), 
until the establishment of the Cultural Department of the National Committee in 1936. 
This was despite the fact that Hebrew was recognized as one of the three official lan-
guages in Mandatory Palestine already in 1922, alongside English and Arabic. Weinberg, 
Adult Education in the Generation of the State, pp. 41–42. The status of Hebrew also had 
a complex history in the institutions of the Zionist movement. It was recognized as the 
national language in the Eighth Zionist Congress in 1907, but the process of turning it 
into a spoken language in congresses took a while, and was intensively promoted by the 
Labor movement after its rise to power in the 1930s. See Nathan Efrati, “The Revival 
of the Hebrew Language and the Zionist Movement,” Our Language for the People 48 
(1980), pp. 93–134 [Hebrew]. See also Weinberg, Adult Education in the Generation of 
the State, pp. 24–37. 
 36 See notes 18 and 32 above. on the importance of the Labor movement as a mech-
anism for the realization of existing Zionist ideas, and on its ideology of Constructivism, 
see Shimoni, Zionist Ideology, pp. 181–187. 
 37 As mentioned, Katznelson did not use the new term exclusively, though he con-
tinued grappling with the issue of language to the end of his career. for example, see 
Berl Katznelson, “Against our Language,” in Katznelson, Writings, vol. 3, pp. 290–297, 
originally published in 1928. This raises the question of to what extent Katznelson saw 
his new term as essential and was interested in establishing it officially. We have tried 
to show the formation of the term as gradual, intentional, and meaningful for its coiner. 
We do not know if Katznelson was personally involved in establishing the use of this 
term in the Cultural Department of the National Committee, though he certainly left a 
mark on it. Still, even if in later years Katznelson did not attribute special significance 
to the term, the fact that it was accepted shows that it served the purposes of those who 
adopted it and that it had a history of its own. 
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purposes, such as “Hebrew studies,” “Hebrew classes,” “teaching the 
language,” “spreading the Hebrew language,” “evening classes,” “evening 
studies,” and so forth. other popular terms in national circles were “re-
vival of the Hebrew speech” and “instilling the language” (haknayat 
halashon).38 from 1919 onward, the term “hanhalat halashon” gradu-
ally became more common, though it was not the only one used by 
Katznelson or others. To give but one example of the term’s spreading 
usage, we can note Shmuel Yavnieli’s programmatic article dealing with 
the Hebrew language, published in 1919 under the title “Bequeathing the 
Language to the People” (Hanhalat Halashon La’am), a title proposed by 
Katznelson.39

I will now examine the various meanings of the term Katznelson cre-
ated. In my opinion, this matter requires clarification, since it reflects a 
conscious effort to create an inspiring name for one of the major goals 
of Zionist nation building. It is well known that in his political activi-
ties, Katznelson invested a great deal in developing and shaping the new 
Hebrew culture of the Yishuv. However, he was aware that beyond the 
various activities undertaken to realize a specific goal, it was important 
to endow this goal, or project, with a unique and meaningful name. This 
name exists within the framework of an entire system of terminology.40 
The ability to provide a new public project with a name that reflects the 
perception and values upon which it is based, and its acceptance by the 
public—that is, the process by which a term comes into “natural,” every-
day usage to the point that it is taken for granted—is an expression of the 
relevancy and efficacy of social and political movements.41

 38 Tzivion, Portrait of Berl Katznelson, pp. 215–216.
 39 See notes 26 and 3 above.
 40 The term “hanhalat halashon” is part of such a system created by the Labor move-
ment, including, for example, names of new institutions previously mentioned, such as 
Kupat Holim, Solel Boneh, Am oved, and so on. It is also worth noting that these terms 
appear as pairs of words. This quality reflects the fact that traditional terminology—such 
as mishmerot holim, gemilut hesed, and hevra kadisha—was being substituted for modern 
equivalents, but the form was preserved. on this, see Harshav, “Revival of the Hebrew 
Language,” p. 34.
 41 for a critical perspective on the Hebraists in the Zionist movement and on the 
Labor movement in Palestine, see, for example, Yael Haver, ‘What One Must Forget’: 
Yiddish in the New Yishuv (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 2005), pp. 17–74 [Hebrew], on 
the struggle against Yiddish. on the formation of the cultural hegemony of the Labor 
movement, see Ze’ev Shavit, “‘Have You Acquired the Key to our Culture Yet?’ Teaching 
Hebrew and Inventing a National Culture in the Labor Movement,” in Yossi Dahan and 
Henry Wasserman, eds., Inventing a Nation: An Anthology (Raanana: open university, 
2006), pp. 351–381 [Hebrew].
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“At the Grocery Store in Hebrew,” a poster produced by the Ministry of 
Education and Culture as part of its “Operation for Bequeathing 

the Language to the People.”42

42 During the “Operation for Bequeathing the Language to the People” in 1956 a 
series of ten posters with basic vocabulary and sentences in ten areas of daily life was 
produced. See Weinberg, Adult Education, p. 114.

�is image is printed with the permission of the Central Zionist Archives.



This brings us to Katznelson’s unique and famous perspective with-
in Socialist Zionism regarding the Jewish tradition. Within the workers’ 
camp, he advocated continuity with diaspora Jewish traditions in spite of 
the radical shifts in Jewish life in Europe, especially eastern Europe. This 
was much against the current of Socialist Zionists, which tended to stress 
a revolutionary and rebellious position toward traditional Jewish life and 
to present a radical break from it. 

The difference between Katznelson’s perspective and that more com-
mon in his movement is reflected in the rhetoric employed by the 
respective actors. While other important writers in his camp borrowed 
heavily from European languages and discourse, especially Socialist, 
Katznelson’s writings reflect a conscious effort to develop a rhetoric that 
expressed these ideas in authentic Hebrew.43 What placed him in a posi-
tion to do this, and to innovate Hebrew terms, was his traditional Hebrew 
education. His grounding in tradition as well as in modern Hebrew lit-
erature provided him with the tools necessary for creating innovations 
in the language and for participating skillfully in its revival. Katznelson’s 
roots also enabled him to view the Socialist Zionist project from a deep 
historical and cultural perspective.44 

3.2 Bible Origins

As we set out to explore the traditional Jewish sources of Katznelson’s 
phrase, it is important to note that the word “hanhala” does not appear in 
this form in the Bible. It is, however, derived from a key biblical root (n, 
h, l), which constitutes a key term in the Bible.45 The verb lehanhil in the 
Bible means to bequeath, that is, to give land to another—where the giver 

 43 A critique of this endeavor and the hazards of Zionists’ using a theological lan-
guage is articulated in the famous letter from Gershom Scholem to franz Rosenzweig 
in December 1926, “Confession on the Subject of our Language,” originally in German, 
translated in Benjamin Gross, Covenant of the Language (Jerusalem: Reuven Mass, 
2004), pp. 199–201 [Hebrew]. on Katznelson’s sharp awareness of language’s ability to 
shape reality, see, for instance, Carmi, One People, One Language, p. 222. on the criti-
cal importance of the traditional education of the early Zionist immigrants to Palestine 
in the revival of Hebrew, see Carmi, One People, One Language, pp. 135–141.
 44 for more on the complex relations between Zionism as a whole and Jewish tra-
ditional life and in particular Socialist Zionism, see Shmuel Almog, Jehuda Reinharz, 
and Anita Shapira, eds., Zionism and Religion (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 1994) 
[Hebrew]; David Kenaani, The Working Second Aliya and Its Relationship to Religion and 
Tradition (Tel Aviv: Workers’ Library, 1976) [Hebrew]. for more on Katznelson’s rela-
tionship to Jewish tradition, see Tzivion, Portrait of Berl Katznelson. for a comparison 
of rhetoric and use of foreign words, see, for example, Rachel Katznelson, “Language 
Wanderings.” 
 45 The root appears for the first time in Exodus 23:30.
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is in most cases God, and the receiver, the Children of Israel. Its closest 
equivalent seems to be the verb “inherit” (yarash).46 for example, “To 
the land that I have given for an inheritance (hinhalti) to your fathers” 
(Jeremiah 3:18).47 This is the most frequent use of the term, although 
there are additional uses. The notion of nahala48 and the settlement of 
the Children of Israel in the land of Canaan is a central theme in the 
Pentateuch and in subsequent books in the Bible. The biblical narra-
tive allocates considerable space to describing the manner in which this 
settlement was conducted, and it is one of the foundations of Israelite 
society—after liberation from slavery in Egypt—as a covenantal society 
dependent on God. It occupies a significant role in the theology of the 
Bible, combining religious, political, social, ethical, and material matters 
inseparably. 

Another frequent and related use of the verb lehanhil and the term 
“nahala” is in describing inheritance from father to son, for example, in 
Ezekiel 46:16: “Thus says the Lord God: If the prince give a gift to any of 
his sons, it shall be his inheritance, it shall be his sons’; it shall be their 
possession by inheritance (nahala).” It appears also when the collective 
inheritance of the land is described, such as in I Chronicles 28:8: “…ob-
serve and seek out all the commandments of the Lord your God: that you 
may possess this good land, and leave it for an inheritance (v’hinhaltem) 
for your children after you forever.” Here the Children of Israel are trans-
ferring the land God gave them from one generation to the next. The verb 
conveys continuity and a dynamic link between generations, unlike the 
estate itself, which is static and fixed. 

“Bequeathing” in the Bible refers to the transfer of property to private 
individuals or to a collective, for eternity.49 That is, it becomes one’s pos-
session by right, forever, as opposed to something one merely purchases. 
By adopting this term, Katznelson chose to draw on a strong biblical 
connotation, reminiscent of key terms such as nahala and nahalat avot 
(paternal estate) and deeply connected to the settlement of the land by 
the ancient Israelites. 

from this we can draw our first and most basic conclusion: The use 
of the combination “hanhalat halashon” places the Hebrew language in 
a position equivalent to that of the land of Israel in the Bible. Moreover, 

 46 Yehoshua Steinberg, The Bible Dictionary (Mishpat Ha’urim) (Tel Aviv: Yizrael, 
1961), pp. 456–457 [Hebrew].
 47 Biblical translations are from The Jerusalem Bible (Jerusalem: Koren, 2000).
.bequest ,נֲַחלַה 48 
 49 Steinberg, Bible Dictionary, pp. 456–457.
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it creates a verbal link between the Zionist aims to return to the historic 
motherland and to the historic mother tongue of the nation. 

A secondary use of the term “to bequeath” can also be found in the 
Bible in the sense of receiving spiritual possessions or goods, for instance, 
regarding the unique status of the Levites, the only tribe without a de-
fined territory. for it is said of the Levite that God is his bequest: “the 
Lord is his inheritance (nahalato)” (Deuteronomy 10:9). This trend con-
tinues in the later books of the Bible with the idea, for example, that 
the whole of the people of Israel is God’s allotment (nahala): “Blessed 
be Mitzrayim my people, and Ashur the work of my hands, and Yisrael 
my inheritance (nahalati)” (Isaiah 19:25). Additionally, in the Scriptures, 
wisdom promises to bequeath to its lovers abundance: “That I may cause 
those who love me to inherit (lehanhil) substance, and I will fill their 
treasuries” (Proverbs 8:21). 

3.3 Rabbinic Developments

Generations of post-biblical Jewish sages made use of the terms “nahala” 
and “lehanhil” in their primary sense, while continuing to develop and 
expand the meaning of the common root of these terms (n, h, l) as ap-
plied to Jewish values. 

The rabbinic tradition continues the use of the verb “lehanhil” in its 
two main meanings. In the Grace After Meals, for instance, we find the 
sentence “for having bequeathed (hinhalta) to our ancestors a precious, 
good, and spacious land.” 

Here we find the classical biblical sense of the word in relation to the 
land. This fact is important for our discussion, for according to tradition, 
the Grace After Meals is the prototype of all blessings. Moreover, in the 
past, every Jew knew the Grace After Meals by heart and recited it out 
loud. Due to its centrality to the tradition, women too were obliged to 
recite it. 

The rabbinic tradition also expanded the use of the verb “lehanhil” in 
the sense of the passing on of spiritual heritage. one can find notewor-
thy examples of this in the prayers, where there are combinations that 
extend the use of the verb lehanhil in relation to sacred institutions such 
as the Sabbath and the Jewish holidays. To give but one example here, 
in the Sabbath morning prayer God is asked to give the Jewish people 
the holy Sabbath as a bequest (v’hanhileinu Adonai Eloheinu… Shabbat 
kodshecha). This statement is at the heart of the prayer and constitutes 
its climax regarding both form and content. Another central, tradition-
al use of the word is found in the sanctification over wine, performed 
every Sabbath in Jewish homes, the Kiddush. In this sanctification, the 
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phrase “you bequeathed to us your holy Sabbath with love and your will” 
(v’Shabbat kodshecha b’ahava u’v’ratzon hinhaltanu) was reiterated out 
loud and would once again have been known by heart.

In light of this, one can argue that Katznelson’s use of “hanhalat 
halashon” continues the rabbinic application of the verb “lehanhil” in 
connection with historic values that are unique to the Jewish people. 
Katznelson’s term enshrines the Hebrew language as one of those val-
ues. These are values to which the nation is committed, and which it is 
committed to pass down to future generations. Katznelson’s use of the 
term “bequeathing” likewise applies the same type of commitment to the 
Hebrew language. This is not a deviation from the Jewish tradition, which 
considers the study of Hebrew a central element of traditional education. 
Still, Katznelson uses it in a new manner, turning Hebrew into the lan-
guage of everyday life in the new Jewish society in Palestine as opposed 
to its being the language of religious and liturgical usage alone.

3.4 Hebrew Literature

A third Hebraic source of influence on Katznelson is the Hebrew litera-
ture of the “revival generation,” which constituted another important 
part of his Hebrew education, and from which he acquired his modern 
Hebrew style of writing and speech. This literature, which flourished 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was charac-
terized by a strong spirit of national revival—inspired by the national 
movements of central and eastern Europe—and it was often secular in 
nature.50 

In this literature, we find extensive use of the terms “nahala” and 
“lehanhil” in the two meanings discussed above, territory and more ab-
stract Jewish values. Sampling the writings of the two great opponents 
of this literature, Ahad Ha’am and Micha Berdyczewski, reveals that they 
both used the words “hanhala” and “lehanhil” frequently.51 In the poetry 

 50 See Dan Miron, When Loners Come Together: A Portrait of Hebrew Literature at 
the Turn of the Twentieth Century (Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1987) [Hebrew].
 51 To give but one example, in an essay by Ahad Ha’am (pseudonym of Asher Hirsch 
Ginsberg, 1856–1927) called “Nahalat Avot,” which discusses the fixation on customs 
and halacha in the history of the Jewish people, the author claims the fixation was so 
severe that “when a man comes and says, ‘this thing we have inherited from our fathers 
is but vain,’ it is as though he had said, ‘fools were our fathers, who bequeathed us vain 
things.’” Ahad Ha’am, “Paternal Bequest,” in Ahad Ha’am, The Complete Works of Ahad 
Ha’am (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1947), pp. 271–272 [Hebrew]. See also Ahad Ha’am, “The Rule 
of Reason (in Memory of Maimonides),” in Ahad Ha’am, Complete Works, pp. 355–369; 
Micha Yosef Berdyczewski, “The Stranger,” in Complete Stories of Micha Josef Bin-Gorion 
(Tel Aviv: Am oved, 1951), p. 67 [Hebrew].
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of the Jewish maskil and sharp critic of tradition Judah Leib Gordon, we 
even find a direct association between language and bequeathing. In a 
poem entitled “Blessing of the Righteous,” 52 written in 1883 following the 
brutal wave of pogroms against Jews in Russia, the poet makes a direct 
connection between the loyalty of the young generation to the people, the 
Hebrew language, and the desired national revival:

Here are also our sons, from whom we have despaired, 
Return to us: we are not dead yet! 
We have not run out of divine grace, are not yet impoverished, 
We shall live again, rise as we have fallen. 
Therefore we inherit the remaining bequest (she’erit hanahala), 
To our holy language, we turned our hearts. 
Let us cherish thy poems in a booklet 
And for a born people they shall be kept.53

Thus, in the three great Hebrew traditions of which Katznelson was 
keenly aware—the Bible, the rabbinic tradition, and the literature of the 
revival generation—the words “bequest” and “bequeathing” frequently 
refer to the way key elements in the life of the Jewish people were passed 
down. In fact, both rabbinic and revival literature made use of the bibli-
cal association of these words with ancestral territory and the collective 
spiritual heritage. However, it is worth noting that the grammatical form 
hanhala is hardly common in any of these traditions. 

4. Katznelson’s Innovation

Additional layers of meaning can be found in the direct linguistic quali-
ties of the word “hanhala.” Interestingly, Katznelson inherited the words 
“nahala” and “lehanhil” from the three traditions examined above, but 
not the form “hanhala.” one should therefore examine the unique quali-
ties of the linguistic form he innovated, especially in the context of the 

 52 Birkat Yesharim.
 53 My translation of the original:

 הנה גם בנינו, מהם נואשנו,
 שבים אלינו: לגוע לא תמנו!

 לא תמנו חסדי אל, עוד לא רששנו,
 עוד נשוב נחיה, כי נפלנו קמנו.

 על כן לשארית הנחלה ירשנו,
 לשפת קדשנו, את לבנו שמנו.

 הבה נצור שיריך בחברת
ולעם נולד יהיו לנו משמרת.

J.L. Gordon, The Writings of Judah Leib Gordon, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1950), p. 1 
[Hebrew].
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parallel contemporaneous terms referring to Hebrew learning (men-
tioned above). 

one aspect, for example, is the use of the active form “hanhala” as op-
posed to the passive or neutral forms previously employed to depict the 
study of Hebrew, such as education, study lessons, and the verb “learn” 
(lamad). The active forms “lehanhil” and “hanhala” phrase the action as 
the responsibility of those who pass on the tradition and not its students. 
The term as a whole, “hanhalat halashon,” addresses both the responsibil-
ity of national institutions that need to be created to fulfill it as well as the 
responsibility of those individuals, pioneers, and elitist avant-gardes whose 
role is to bestow the language upon the people. This characteristic provides 
the term with the capability to recruit and excite those idealistic elements. 
Another meaning conveyed by the active form “hanhalat halashon” is as a 
general address, as it presents the bequest in impersonal terms, as a nation-
al, collective task. But this argument is weak, for many words previously 
associated with the action were active and impersonal as well: instructing, 
teaching, spreading, instilling (haknaya), and even revival. 

The cultural residues of the Hebrew word “hanhala” provide it with a 
special and important characteristic—pathos. other than the term “re-
vival,” all other phrases used for the study of Hebrew—and “teaching” 
is a good example—lack the dramatic or monumental conception of the 
return to Zion and are merely technical and neutral expressions. only 
the word “revival” connotes an overarching human value. However, us-
ing it in this sense generates a negative meaning as well, for the fact 
that the Hebrew language needs to be revived implies that it was once, 
and in certain key respects remained, “dead.” on the other hand, the 
term “hanhala” is free of this negative connotation. furthermore, where-
as “revival” carries the ideological baggage of general European national 
revival discourse, “hanhala” is uniquely Jewish and resonates profoundly 
with classical Jewish themes. This point accords with nationalist theory, 
which stresses the role of unique characteristics in every national culture, 
tradition, and language. 

one last comment: Katznelson’s choice of the word lashon rather than 
safa (language), or “Hebrew,” seems meant to echo the familiar tradi-
tional designation of leshon hakodesh (the sacred language), which was 
commonly used by Jews to designate it, encompassing the rich cultural 
heritage associated with the language. furthermore, “lashon” was one 
of the Hebrew words that entered Yiddish and was thus spoken by the 
majority of Jews in eastern Europe daily (for example, in the Yiddish 
expressions mame-loshn, meaning “Yiddish,” and loshn yohid, meaning 
“singular”). This made Katznelson’s term accessible to Yiddish speakers 
as well as other traditional Jews who did not know modern Hebrew. 

Hebraic Political Studies     465



To conclude this section on Katznelson’s linguistic innovations, 
let us sum up the central meanings and aspects of the term “hanhalat 
halashon”:

1. It is active. 

2. It expresses itself as a collective objective, that is, a national goal. 

3. It derives from the most ancient and sacred Jewish sources, and, 
by relying on traditional terminology, it creates a link to this tra-
dition and its texts. 

4. It presents the learning of Hebrew as inseparable from the physical 
return to and settlement of the motherland. 

5. The connection between Hebrew and the biblical “nahala” equates 
the return to the language with the return to the land, thus giv-
ing the Hebrew language a fundamental historical value it did not 
necessarily possess in Jewish tradition. This implies that learning 
Hebrew is an act of connecting to national-historical values. 

6. The dynamic nature of the word “hanhala” in the sense of transfer-
ring estates, material and spiritual, from generation to generation 
also presents the act as a connection to Jewish antiquity and creates 
a feeling of continuity spanning thousands of years. 

7. In the Bible, “nahala” denotes eternal property (even when own-
ership is not always realized, as is the case in exile), something 
possessed for generations, as distinct from something purchased. 
one of the most important results of Katznelson’s use of the term 
“nahala” is connected with its depiction of a collective national as-
set. By his choice of terms, Katznelson implies that Hebrew is the 
Jewish people’s eternal property, collectively (nahalat haklal). And 
as the Jews now intend to reclaim their historic homeland, so shall 
they now reclaim, through hard labor and for the sake of genera-
tions to come, their historic language. This invests the process of 
linguistic transformation with a sense of justice, suggesting the 
return of stolen rights or property to their rightful owners, the peo-
ple. This is meant to rectify the historical distortion created by the 
exile of the Jewish people, which relegated the use of Hebrew to a 
narrow, elite circle, first rabbinic and later that of the maskilim.54 

 54 Here we get a sense of Katznelson’s nationalist and socialist position, influenced 
by late-nineteenth-century Russian populism (Narodnichestvo). We can say that he in-
jected elements of the populist approach, through rhetoric, into the Hebrew language. 
See Shapira, Berl, pp. 22–27.

466     Zionist Terminology and the Jewish Sources



8. finally, the term places the reclamation of Hebrew in the rhetori-
cal framework of the biblical prophecies of the people’s return to 
Zion, both the Promised Land and the holy city of God. This vision 
was adopted by Zionists and transformed into a concrete political 
program. 

Taking this cultural baggage into account allows us to address as-
pects of the term that are far beyond mere linguistics. In fact, they give 
the technical activity of learning a language, in this case Hebrew, broad-
er meaning within the framework of Zionist ideology. The term holds 
within it a definition of the goal, a way of realizing it, its relevance to 
the national ideology, and an emotional attachment to the matter with a 
strong sense of greatness surrounding the vision of a Hebrew revival. 

5. Conclusion

As we have seen, Katznelson created a term that encompassed and ap-
plied ideas preached by previous Zionist thinkers who called for the 
establishment of the new Jewish nation on the foundations of the Hebrew 
language, and he did so in one quintessential formula. This serves as a 
classical example of the way in which Zionist leaders appropriated tra-
ditional Jewish terms and concepts and reinterpreted them ideologically 
and politically. It was in the Jewish tradition and sources that Katznelson 
found linguistic elements with rich and varied meanings on different lit-
erary levels that could not be found elsewhere. 

It is important to stress Katznelson’s inclination to rely on words alive 
in the consciousness of the Jewish masses at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. The fact that both traditions, the Bible and the prayers and 
blessings, were at the center of Jewish liturgical life and thus constituted 
the little Hebrew that every Jew received through traditional education, 
ensured that the allusions embedded in this new term would be accessible 
to many of those who would hear it, despite their elementary understand-
ing of Hebrew. Moreover, as we have seen, the term would also have 
resonated well with the cultural elites.

It remains for us to ask what Katznelson’s own motivations were when 
he chose “hanhala.” The simple answer is that we don’t know. The existing 
documentation does not provide a direct answer. one must also ques-
tion whether Katznelson was consciously aiming at all the meanings we 
have found for the term “hanhalat halashon,” and especially whether he 
was concerned with the shift from “revival” to “bequeathing.” This re-
mains somewhat uncertain, for there is no documentation of Katznelson’s 
thought on the matter. The analysis presented here is based mostly on 
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his rhetoric, in private letters and in public, where he did not directly 
debate the question of terminology. However, two direct references are 
somewhat helpful. 

In a short letter to David Remez from 1919 mentioned above, 
Katznelson recommends that Yavnieli’s article on Hebrew speech be en-
titled “Bequeathing the Language to the People” instead of “our Cultural 
Work in the Diaspora.”55 Katznelson explains that he considers Yavnieli’s 
proposed title “completely unsuitable, because the crux of the matter here 
is the revival of the tongue.” This shows that for Katznelson, “revival” and 
“bequeathing” were synonymous, and he used these terms interchange-
ably. Still, he chose the word “bequeathing,” and we have shown here 
that in the years 1918–1920 he clearly and repeatedly preferred “nahala” 
and “hanhala” over “revival” in his formal rhetoric, and he eventually de-
veloped a new and unique term. This leads us to assume his choice was 
conscious and intentional. Whether it was due to possible negative con-
notations of the word “revival,” we cannot tell.

What seems to lie at the root of Katznelson’s choice of rhetoric is the 
desire to convey the democratic nature of teaching the ancient national 
language to all by using the term “nahalat am” when the struggle between 
Hebrew and Yiddish in the Jewish socialist camp in the diaspora was 
particularly heated. In another letter from 1919, this time to his brother, 
an immigrant to the united States and a Yiddishist, Katznelson discusses 
the fight between Yiddish and Hebrew at some length. Refuting allega-
tions of the persecution of Yiddish in Palestine, he explains the mission 
of Socialist Zionism as being to “redeem” the Jewish masses from their 
Hebrew ignorance in the newly built educational system in the land of 
Israel, thus correcting a historical injustice suffered by generations. He 
argues that the spread of Hebrew speech will be an enlightening and 
non-reactionary project for the people, “making Hebrew, in the spirit of 
democracy and with great effort, the bequest of the whole nation.”56 

“Hanhalat halashon” would mean not just the revival of the language 
but its popularization. Though this was also the idea of Ben-Yehuda’s 
movement for the revival of the language, Katznelson’s term stresses the 
aspect of spreading Hebrew to the people.57 He conceived it from a more 

 55 See note 26 above.
 56 Letter 303, in Katznelson, Correspondence: 1918–1919, vol. 3, pp. 265–270, esp. 
pp. 267, 269.
 57 Stressing the role of Socialist Zionism in spreading Hebrew among workers was 
part of Katznelson’s polemic with Hapoel Hatza’ir, which was the stronghold of Hebraists 
among workers’ circles in the Yishuv, yet was viewed as elitist in itself. See, for example, let-
ter 286 from 1919, esp. note 7, in Katznelson, Correspondence: 1918–1919, vol. 3, p. 139.
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socialist perspective, intending to break the pattern of limited Hebrew 
learning in the diaspora by connecting all Jews to their national-cultural 
heritage throughout the ages. Katznelson was hoping to heal the cultural 
and social rifts that characterized Jewish life in the diaspora and to create 
a more equal, open, and democratic cultural life for the nation, revolving 
around a single language.

Whether it was an intuitive choice or a well-planned decision com-
bined with a desire to associate and propagate the connection between 
the land and the language, we cannot decisively say. Nevertheless, the 
acceptance of the term and its adoption into official rhetoric shows the 
term had a life of its own, maybe even beyond its creator’s intentions. 
Here Yavnieli and Remez serve as a powerful example. Yavnieli, who 
was at first reluctant to use Katznelson’s title for his article written in 
1919 (“Hanhalat Halashon La’am”), was thirty-two years later the one 
to bestow this very same name upon the department he headed in the 
Ministry of Education, at a time when David Remez himself was serving 
as the minister of education. 

In sum, Katznelson’s term gave the study of Hebrew a special nation-
al status by appropriating a suitable traditional Jewish term—“nahalat 
am.” He found the desired linguistic formula by adopting the less com-
mon form “hanhalat halashon.” Katznelson thus took a traditional term 
and appropriated it for a contemporary national project. By doing so, he 
found a formula that connected the past to the present and future, at-
tempting to maintain a continuity of tradition in spite of the fact that this 
very project was intended to create a dramatic change in the nation’s life 
and to radically transform its language. It seems that one of the achieve-
ments of the new term was its association with a number of cultural 
layers, whose expressions we found in the various literary traditions of 
the Bible, the rabbinic literature, and the revival generation. While the 
word “revival” belonged to just one generation or layer of the modern 
era, the term “hanhala” managed to find, or create, the same meaning 
in a term taken from the depths of the Jewish tradition and throughout 
various epochs.
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