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Ultra-Orthodox Judaism is a highly ritualistic form of observance about two centuries old. Its spread 
dates back to the beginnings of European Jewish assimilation into secular society, in the late eighteenth 
century. Ultra-Orthodox Jews today practice a tradition which preserves to a remarkable degree the 
lifestyle of their villages or shtettls of central and eastern Europe in the 19th century. The men are 
bearded, wearing long black formal overcoats and black wide-brimmed hats. The women dress modestly, 
with only faces and hands visible, the hair of married women covered by wigs. Prohibitions which Jews 
have traditionally observed, such as dietary restrictions, sabbath observance and sexual propriety are 
augmented by the Ultra-Orthodox. For example, unlike Orthodox Jews, some Ultra-Orthodox refuse to 
use a delineated area (Eruv) which allows one to carry objects on the sabbath, geographically limiting the 
size of a synagogue-based community. Moreover, many traditions in use of language, diet, clothing and 
synagogue practice are elevated to the status of religious imperatives among the Ultra-Orthodox, and 
deviations can result in social ostracism. Thus, the customs of 19th century eastern European Jewry are 
currently preserved quite precisely in New York and Israel. Yet despite the conservative appearance of 
the culture, Jewish Ultra-Orthodoxy is radically more stringent in its demands than traditional European 
Jewry and less tolerant of deviation.  One aspect of this increased stringency is the segregationist nature 
of Ultra-Orthodoxy, which broke a longstanding tradition of unity within Jewish communities. By 
making it difficult to eat with, and unacceptable to worship with Reform or even Orthodox Jews, 
including relatives, the Ultra-Orthodox consciously reduce social contact between themselves and the 
rest of the Jewish community. 
 
Yair Lapid Speech at Kiryat Ono Haredi Campus – 2012 
 
You won. 
 
There was a competition in Israel for Israeli-ness that lasted over a century, since the second wave of 
immigration, and in the end you won. 
 
We lost and you won.… 
 
No matter how hard we tried, Israeli-ness can’t exist without Judaism and Judaism can’t exist without 
Haredi-ism, so you win.… 
 
If an Ethiopian child in Netivot is hungry, it’s your responsibility as much as mine. And you can’t say: I 
only give to Haredi charities. If missiles are being fired at Ashkelon or Kiryat Shemona, it’s your 
responsibility as much as mine. You can’t just send ambulances, you’re 
responsible as a sector, you’re responsible as part of the State of Israel. And if another huge fire breaks 
out on Mt. Carmel I want to know what you plan to do about it, because it’s your responsibility as much 
as mine. 
 
You won, and that means the time has past when you could stand on the sidelines and say: “You have to 
consider my needs.” You’re the winners, which means I can say to you: You have to consider my needs, 
too. You’re responsible for me, too, it’s not only me who’s 
responsible for you. It’s not only me who has to find a way to make your life possible in this country, 
you also have to find a way to make my life possible in this country. 
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The “Status Quo Agreement” – A Letter from the Jewish Agency for Israel to Agudat Yisrael, 19 
June 1947 
 
The Directorate of the [Jewish] Agency for Israel heard from Chairman [David Ben Gurion] about your 
request for guarantees on the issues of marriage, the Sabbath, education and kashrut in the Jewish State 
when it is established. 
 
As the Chairman told you, neither the Directorate nor any other body in the country is authorized to 
predetermine the constitution of the Jewish State that is yet to be established. The creation of the State 
requires the permission of the UN, and this will not be forthcoming if we cannot promise freedom of 
conscience in a State of all of its citizens, and if we are not clear that we have no intention of establishing 
a theocratic state. 
 
In the Jewish State there will be non-Jewish citizens – Muslims and Christians, and it will clearly be 
crucial to ensure in advance full and equal rights to all citizens and a lack of coercion or discrimination 
on issues of religion or any other issue. 
 
That being said, the Directorate respects your demands… Herein is the stand of the Agency in respect of 
your questions: 

a. Shabbat. Clearly the legal rest day of the Jewish State will be Saturday, while of course 
allowing Christians and those of other religions to rest on their weekly rest day. 

b. Kashrut. All necessary measure will be taken to ensure that every governmental kitchen 
serving Jews will have kosher food. 

c. Matrimony. All members of the Directorate appreciate the seriousness and size of the 
problem, and on behalf of all the bodies that the Directorate of the Agency represents, 
everything possible will be done to avoid the House of Israel being split in two. 

d. Education. Full autonomy will be granted to all streams of education… The State will, of 
course, establish an obligatory minimum studies, the Hebrew language, History, Science and 
so on, and will oversee the fulfillment of this minimum, but will give complete freedom to all 
streams to manage their education as they see fit, and will distance itself from harming 
religious conscience.  

 
Tal Law – Description prepared by Ruth Levush for the Law Library of Congress 
 
The Tal Law, as amended, authorizes the Minister of Defense (the Minister) to defer the military service 
of any Israeli national or permanent resident upon his request if 

• he studies in a yeshiva on a regular basis at least forty-five hours a week (except for holidays as 
determined by the Minister); 

• he does not engage in any other additional occupation or (if he is over twenty-three years of age 
and has enjoyed deferment for more than four years) during the time he spends in the yeshiva; 

• he has declared that he has met the above conditions; and 
• he head of the yeshiva in which he studies has affirmed that the applicant has met the first 

condition above and has pledged to inform IDF of any change in this situation within thirty 
days. 
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Historical Background of the Tal Law 
 
The number of eligible deferrals issued under this arrangement has dramatically increased over the years 
from under 400 a year until 1970,to 800 in 1975, 17,017 in 1987, 26,262 in 1995, 28,772 in 1997, and 
61,000 by 2010. The percentage of those enjoying deferments as compared with the total number of 
persons who were drafted has similarly increased at a steady pace, from 5.4% in 1987 to 6.4% in 1995, 
7.4% in 1996, 8% in 1997, and 14% in 2007. 
 
In his 1998 leading decision in Rubinstein v. Minister of Defense on deferment of military service for yeshiva 
students, Supreme Court President Aharon Barak explained the reason for the deferment and its 
historical context as follows: 
 
The original reason for the arrangement was the destruction of the yeshivas in Europe during the 
Holocaust and the wish to prevent the closing of yeshivas in Israel due to their students being drafted to 
the army. Today this objective no longer exists. The yeshivas are flourishing in Israel, and there is no 
serious worry that the draft of yeshiva students, according to any arrangement, would bring about the 
disappearance of this [yeshiva] institution. 
 
Controversy Behind the Tal Law 
 
The controversy over the deferment has increased as the number of those eligible for it has 
mushroomed. Whereas a minority of proponents of the deferment has continuously argued that a 
mandatory draft of yeshiva students would impact their freedom to pursue religious studies, many have 
argued that the deferment has impacted the right to equality by creating an uneven public sharing of the 
burden of military service. 
These conflicting arguments have been recognized by the Supreme Court as constituting a conflict 
between two competing constitutional rights that are guaranteed by the Basic Law: Human Dignity and 
Liberty—the right to freedom of religion and the right to human dignity, including equality. 
 
In addition to the constitutional aspects of the controversy, many have argued that the deferment has 
also created “a social problem of the first degree.” Because the deferment requires a pledge by the 
students that their sole occupation is yeshiva study, they are not allowed to work. Even those who drop 
out of the yeshivas do not reenter the labor force for fear of being drafted. In the 1998 decision cited 
above, Barak held that the resulting unemployment among the Haredis had created a community ravaged 
by poverty and fully dependent on governmental subsidies and private donations. 
 
Fourteen years later, in the 2012 decision in Resler v. Knesset, Justice Elyakim Rubinstein described the 
situation as follows: 
 
Nevertheless, we need to admit the truth, [that] unlike in the Jewish-Haredi society in other countries, 
which has understood that only a few brilliant individuals can live under the tent of Torah all their lives, 
in Israel a whole complicated sociological system has been built that even its leaders know, deep in their 
hearts, is not good and not appropriate, that because of military duty thousands of people sit in the 
yeshivas, where it is not their place. . . .  These people, if they served in IDF, and if they worked like any 
other person while also making time for Torah [study] . . . , would be efficient both to the State, to their 
community, and to themselves. 
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Ultra-Orthodox in the Israeli Workforce  
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Reform Plans 
 

Yesh Atid  (Yair  Lapid)  Likud (Moshe  “Boog i e”  Ayalon)  
All 18 year olds will need to come to the IDF 
Absorption Center. Army will determine 
whether to enlist or move to a National service 
job. 

All Ultra-Orthodox will have to enlist until the 
age of 22. They can decide between Army 
service and National service. 

Cannot postpone military service. National service can postpone until they are 
26. 

No extra benefits/salary from the IDF. All 
soldiers will get benefits regardless of type of 
service. 

Haredim who choose at 18 to enlist in IDF 
will get extra economic benefits. 

Implement the law after 5 years - State needs 
to establish a new Absorption Center for 
National service. 

Allow thousands of elite Yeshiva students 
(without a cap) to study Torah rather than 
service. 

Only 400 new yeshiva students per year will 
get military exemption. 

Every yeshiva will get a number of students 
they must enlist. If they get less than this 
number, they will be fined. 

Goal is universal enlistment in 5 years. Goal is 6,000 Haredim to enlist in 3 years. Also 
increase the number of young Arabs enlisting 
in National service. 

 


