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Abstract - The study aimed at determining the digital divide among the ultra-orthodox Jews in Israel. Several ultra-orthodox 
newspapers, radio stations and other media were reviewed.  In addition in-depth interviews were held with rabbis, teachers and 
educational leaders of this community. To counter external influences, they seek to avoid consumption of 'secular' media, 
including television and internet, which are considered as a serious spiritual threat. Being deeply conservative, they take a very 
cautious view of the modern world and its IT innovations.  Their practical solutions block the free flow of information and 
knowledge. However, the ultra-orthodox community has been ready to pay this price in order to conserve its old traditions. 
 
Index Terms - Digital divide, traditional societies, ultra-orthodox Jews in Israel 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In the age of knowledge and information literacy, 
digital readiness is considered an important indicator 
of economic and social progress. A society seeking to 
maintain a competitive edge must raise the level of 
digital readiness and reduce digital gaps between 
different sectors.  Assessment of digital readiness is 
essential for monitoring and forming an effective 
public policy regarding digital gaps.  
We assumed that gaining such data about the 
ultra-orthodox Jewish community, in Israel - a 
traditionally isolated and scarcely addressed group- 
may contribute to narrowing existing digital gaps. The 
study might also provide an impetus to community 
development through ICT, promoting both digital 
readiness and community development goals. 
Generally speaking, two distinct religious groups are 
found in the Jewish population world-wide: modern 
orthodox and ultra-orthodox. The ultra-orthodox 
group, approximately 15% of Israeli society, is 
generally less open to the modern world, avoids 
'secular' academic studies and is much less involved in 
the 'secular' surroundings. 
 
II. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 
 
The purpose of our study was to reveal the attitudes of 
the ultra-orthodox sector in Israel towards the new IT, 
in order to assess its digital readiness and the resulting 
digital divide in the country.  

 
III. METHODS 
 
Qualitative research methods were used, including 
personal observations, content analysis of published 
and broadcasted materials, and personal interviews. 
Several ultra-orthodox newspapers, radio stations and 
other media, as well as several hundreds of adult books 
were reviewed.  In-depth interviews were also 

conducted with rabbis, teachers, educational leaders 
and ordinary persons from the ultra-orthodox 
community in Israel.  
 
IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The Community Ultra-orthodox society often seems 
monolithic to an outsider but it actually comprises 
several subgroups with different customs and varying 
degrees of openness to the modern world. Nonetheless, 
these groups have much in common, and have 
similarly reacted to the threats of modern society, the 
new media and IT.  A detailed description and 
sociological analysis of the ultra-orthodox community 
can be found in Menahem Friedman's book The 
ultra-orthodox society: sources, trends and  processes 
[3]. Later important scholarly contributions on this 
topic have been the books by Zicherman and Kahaner 
[8] and by Zicherman [9]. 
The ultra-orthodox strictly observe the Jewish 
commandments and have deep faith in Divine 
Providence. Preferring minimal contact with 
surrounding society, their lifestyle is a closed one by 
choice. The leaders are rabbis who are both interpreters 
of Jewish law and spiritual guides. Several such 
leading figures are considered the saintliest and most 
learned and their rulings are highly revered and carry 
much weight. Often they do not hold an official 
position, but their authority stems from lofty public 
status.  An important treatise of scholarly articles by 
known experts was very recently published, with each 
article discussing one such leader, all of whom lived 
from the beginning of the 19th century on [1]. 
Ultra-orthodox society attributes paramount 
importance to the study of Jewish sacred texts, 
primarily the Talmud, which consists of two dozen 
volumes and is considered the most authoritative and 
influential Jewish book, second only to the Bible itself.  
Actually, in daily life, the elaborative Talmud is more 
practical for an Orthodox Jew than the Bible, which is 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-3, Issue-10, Oct.-2017 
http://iraj.in 

The Digital Divide among a Traditional Minority: A Case Study of the Jewish Ultra-Orthodox Community in Israel 
 

22 

considered the source of religious law.  From 
childhood, males are destined to lifelong learning of 
the Talmud. Until recently ultra-orthodox society 
preserved the traditional division of roles between men 
and women, with men commanded to lifelong study of 
the Talmud. In recent decades ultra-orthodox women 
have become an important part of the work force in 
Israel and in many families they are the main 
breadwinners. Also, most authors of ultra-orthodox 
fiction books for both adults and children are women.  
Ultra-orthodox society is a closed one by choice, in 
order to preserve its values when faced with the 
enticing external world. It maintains its own 
institutions: schools, medical assistance organizations, 
aid societies, shops, restaurants, travel packages, 
newspapers, music, singers, theater and movies and 
even courts, where civil disputes are judged according 
to Jewish law.   
 
A separate educational system inculcates the 
ultra-orthodox principles in the next generation. 
Separation of sexes begins very early. Boys and girls 
attend different schools, where they are educated 
towards their future roles.  The family is the main 
institution in ultra-orthodox society. Emphasis is 
placed on family life, family planning is shunned and 
personal modesty is considered a virtue. 
After marriage many young men continue to study the 
Talmud for years, in a higher rabbinical school, while 
the wife usually works to support the family and runs 
the household.  The husband is away most of the day, 
busy with his studies, which grant him a modest 
allowance.  To counter external influences and prevent 
the youth from desertion of tradition and religion, 
ultra-orthodox society seeks to isolate itself from 
surrounding secular society and to achieve maximal 
cultural and social segregation.  It aspires to offer its 
youth a genuine alternative to modern society and 
culture, which are considered hedonistic, permissive 
and decadent. Justly claiming that media contains 
certain contents and that all literature conveys some 
message [5], their spiritual leaders insist that adults and 
youngsters be exposed only to media and literature 
upholding and promoting their values and lifestyle. 
The rabbis strongly oppose, on ideological grounds, 
any use of 'secular' media, both printed and electronic, 
including youth and children's books [6]-[7]. Their 
newspapers often report of rallies and gatherings where 
prominent rabbis condemn the use of internet, detailing 
its spiritual hazards and warning the public of its 
potential damages to the ultra-orthodox family. 
Lengthy sermons against the Internet are published, as 
well as radio talks. Seeking to avoid consumption of 
'secular' media, including television and internet, 
which are considered  a serious spiritual threat, they 
have successfully developed their own sub-cultural 
media and recreation activities, entirely separated from 
the mainstream literary life in Israel. The steep rise in 
the publication and consumption of book in this sector 
apparently results from a combination of demographic 

and socio-educational factors. The vast majority of 
their families avoid television and in principle do not 
own one. The relatively few possessing home 
computers are not connected to the internet.  
Consequently, reading remains one of the main leisure 
activities, thus creating a constant demand for books, 
magazines and newspapers, which differs markedly 
from Israeli ones.Our study showed that being deeply 
conservative, the ultra-orthodox society takes a very 
cautious view of the modern world. Innovations or 
expressions of modernity are thoroughly scrutinized 
and often rejected. Consequently, certain forms of 
mass media that are prevalent in general Israeli society, 
such as internet and i-phones, are prohibited by 
ultra-orthodox rabbis.  Only filtered Internet may be 
used necessary work purposes and only 'kosher' 
cell-phones without internet may be used.  Previous 
studies have found lower rates of domestic internet 
connection and use, probably associated with the 
unique religious character of the respondents, 97% of 
whom defined themselves as religious or 
ultra-orthodox. Respondents considering themselves 
ultra-orthodox had the lowest level of digital readiness. 
This finding can be explained by the religious 
inhibition internet use that was reported by 68% of the 
ultra-orthodox but only by 37% of the 
modern-orthodox.  Evidently, strict religiosity creates 
a certain psychological barrier against the use of 
internet and other measures of digital readiness [2].  
IT is, in fact, utilized in their daily life, but with very 
clear-cut limits, such as various degrees of filtering and 
partial access to the Internet and other forms of IT.  To 
be sure, these practical solutions block to a certain 
extent the free flow of information and knowledge. 
However, the ultra-orthodox community makes this 
concession in order to conserve its old traditions. 
Without doubt, the voluntary segregation of this 
community takes its toll by reducing their involvement 
in important areas of life in modern society, such 
academic studies, higher education professions, army 
service etc.  The exclusion of so-called "secular 
studies" (i.e. math, English, sciences etc.) from the 
curriculum of most ultra-orthodox boys between the 
ages of 14 and 18, in effect prevents them from later 
pursuing academic studies in higher education 
institutions.  As a result, when they later marry and 
have to support a family, their options are very limited 
and many are obliged to take low paying jobs, which 
do not require higher education background. It is a loss 
for them personally as well as to the whole country on 
the macro level.Their schools are not connected to the 
Internet due to its possible negative content.  
Consequently, school children are not able to use the 
web to retrieve new and current information.  
However, they access some of this information, filtered 
and "censored" to some extent, through the 
community's newspapers and radio stations. It should 
be emphasized that, unlike the American Amish, for 
example, the Jewish ultra-orthodox community does 
not unequivocally reject all modernity and technology, 
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as long as they do not pose a spiritual threat to their            
beliefs and lifestyle. Thus, for example, there is no 
objection to the use of digital bibliographical and full 
text databases of Talmudical and post-Talmudical 
literature, some of which contain tens of thousands of 
old and new books used by this sector.  

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
1.  The above describes reactions of a conservative 

and traditional minority, which successfully 
struggles to conserve its unique subculture, in 
the sociological process of confronting the 
challenges of the information society and its 
new IT.  

2. Clearly, digital readiness among the Jewish 
ultra-orthodox community is relatively low 
compared to other sectors in Israel and to 
western society in general. The result is a 
significant digital divide between this sector and 
most others. 

3. Further research is needed on this topic, 
especially quantitative studies, which might not 
be easy in view of the community's reluctance to 
participate in such research.   

4. Apparently, then, notwithstanding some major 
unexpected change, the digital divide will 
remain in place, hindering the professional and 
economic progress of that community.  
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