Reflections of/in Israel

Why are the U.S. & Israel Hi-Tech SuperPowerhouses?
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Why is the U.S. a high-tech powerhouse? One can offer several reasons, all correct: it has the largest economy in the world, so it obviously has the resources for Research & Development; it has the best higher education system in the world; it has the least regulated economy; it has very advanced media and communications systems, enabling large-scale intellectual cross-pollination and scientific fertilization; and so on.


But there is another critical factor here, and in order to understand its centrality we have to look at Israel -- another hi-tech superpower. Indeed, by a few important indicators Israel is the #2 powerhouse in this field -- the chief indicator being the fact that Israel has more companies on the Nasdaq (technology) stock exchange than any other country outside North America. Indeed, Israel has provided the world with the underlying technologies for voicemail, instant messaging, Internet telephony -- not to mention key sub-technologies found in products of such giants as Intel and Microsoft. And the same is now happening in two new-techs: nanotechnology and bio-genetics, in which here too the State of Israel is already one of the world leaders.


So the question becomes: what do Israel and the U.S. have in common that might also explain this dual world leadership? My answer, in a word: massive immigration. 


What advantages does immigration bring a country? First and most obviously, additional wo/manpower. However, while the increase in absolute population size might have been an important element for American scientific strength in the country's initial stages (19th century), in the contemporary era pure numbers by themselves can hardly make a dent in a country with 300,000,000 citizens. Second, immigrants tend to be more ambitious than the host population, because they usually come with little wealth. Moreover, there is some self-selection here too: it is the more adventurous and greater risk-takers who are willing to uproot themselves from their former homeland and start life anew as strangers in a strange land.


However, both these explanations lay the "credit" for national success at the door of the immigrants themselves. I believe there is a third factor that is even more important precisely because it relates to the huge majority of native citizens already there: immigrants tend to challenge the conventional wisdom, i.e. they force the intellectually inert citizenry to rethink the "verities" and accepted practices in all areas of life. In other words, if all of us tend to live within a mental "box" called "homeland society", immigrants force us to think "out of the box" as we come face-to-face with others who look different, act different, and think different. It is precisely that type of "challenge" that both American and Israeli society have had to face time and time again, as waves of new immigrants swept ashore over the decades.


This is not a mere academic point; it goes to the heart of some of the most charged issues currently on Israel's and America's political agenda. Both countries are grappling with illegal immigration -- the U.S. regarding Latin Americans, Israel regarding foreign workers overstaying their permits and now tens of thousands of Sudanese and other Africans smuggling themselves over the Sinai into the Negev, looking for a better life economically. Both countries are asking themselves "what is American/Israeli identity?" Should the U.S. remain monolingual? Should it pass legislation against perceived Moslem authoritarianism? Should Israel demand a loyalty oath (including from new Jewish immigrants)? Should it deport Israeli-born children of illegal foreign workers? Can both countries retain their original ethno-cultural identity: WASP and Jewish respectively?


These are complex questions. However, if we look at the overall issue only from the perspective of the social and cultural problems immigrants engender, our answers will tend toward "stop them from coming". On the other hand, if we correctly understand the huge economic benefits that "facing the alien" can provide, we might have quite a different response to the issue. This does not mean that economics must trump cultural identity, but rather that there are two sides to the immigrant coin. Thus, Israel and the U.S. have something else in common: both are caught between the economic rock and the immigrant hard place.  
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