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I may live in Israel, but I am an avid reader of American politics, society and economy, including technology, academia etc. As I surf the net and also receive RSS feeds and email newsletters from various papers and magazines, I am continually struck by an amazing phenomenon. Not a week goes by without my reading about this or that accomplishment -- by the inventor "Yossi Vardi" or the researcher "Prof. Yehudit Aharoni" or the physician "Dr. Ilana Mor" or the Professor of Law "Daphne Gal-Or" (these specific names are fictitious). From their distinctive non-Anglo names, I can immediately tell that they are former Israelis making (real) good in the U.S. of A.


We're not talking here about something peripheral but rather quite significant -- at least when one considers that Israel has a mere seven and a half million people. Former Israelis are to be found everywhere in the U.S. at the top of their academic profession (I am not going to discuss hugely successful former Israelis in the world of business; that's a different story). What does it say about Israel that so many bright lights have left and continue to leave?


Before I offer my somewhat surprising answer, we ought to consider some historical and cultural facts. First, Jews have been a "Wandering People" from the time of Abraham who started the whole business when he moved a thousand kilometers to get to Canaan -- and didn't stay still there either, moving back and forth to Egypt during famines! I needn't go on at length about the Children of Israel in Egypt and the desert, the Babylonian Exile, and the Great Diaspora of the past 2000 years. It wouldn't be wrong to say that we are less a people than a "movement"...


Second, Israel gets as good as it gives. American-educated yours truly is but one very modest example of America "losing" a brain that moved to Israel. Over the years there have been thousands like myself from the West, and in the past twenty years tens of thousands of high level academics from the former Soviet Union republics who have done so as well. One of the main impetuses for Israel's fantastic economic advance over the past two decades has been this transfusion of brainpower.


Herein lies the "problem". To put it bluntly and somewhat paradoxically, Israelis have too much brainpower, and these brainiacs also have a disproportionate tendency to employ it within scholarly and scientific pursuits. This certainly is not a criticism; it's merely a fact. I won't get into why the Jews in Israel (or America for that matter) tend to pursue "academic" careers. Suffice it to recall the Jewish chestnut of a joke: Sadie is walking down the street with her two young grandchildren in tow. She meets Bertha who asks: "Are they your grandchildren?" To which Sadie replies: "Yes. This is six year old Alan the professor, and that's four year old Becky the doctor...".


Israel devotes more of its GNP to research and development (5%) than any country among the advanced OECD group (yes, #1 among all post-industrial countries) and double the overall OECD average! So it's not as if the Israeli government or industry are not trying to fund this type of career. In fact, an added 1.3 biilion shekels has recently been added to Israel's Higher Education budget to set up 30 Centers of Research Excellence in the coming three years, and this academic year alone 80 Israeli researchers have been attracted back to their homeland. But when so many of its best and brightest all want to teach in university or lead high level lab research, there just isn't enough room for them all in such a small country. Here are two factoids: 1- my university, Bar-Ilan, on average graduates 250 PhDs every year! 2- this academic year there are 10,600 PhD students in Israel!! (And take it from me, the standards are higher in Israel than in most PhD-granting American universities.)


Look at the title of this essay again. Israel certainly has a large "strain" of genius running through it, but precisely because of this the country is under great "strain" to keep even most of them professionally satisfied. So when a not inconsiderable number of our  brightest leave for other shores to find professional fulfillment, we shouldn't view this is as "economic treason", a tragedy or even a brain drain. Rather, Israel is being a "light unto the nations," outsourcing some of its finest resources to friends and allies alike -- just as they have done for it over the past six decades. 
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