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Here's a statistic to chew on: since 1948 approximately 100,000 American Jews have immigrated to Israel while approximately 500,000 Israelis have immigrated to America. Why?  And what does it bode for the future of Israel?


The “why” is complex. First, one almost always finds a disproportionate number of people immigrating from a lesser developed to a more developed land, and until very recently there was a significant socio-economic gap between America and Israel. Second, a significant proportion of “Israelis” who left the country had immigrated to Israel only a few years beforehand. As Israel grants automatic citizenship to any Jew arriving on its shores, they formally become Israeli, but not necessarily in how they view their personal identity. The U.S. does not grant automatic citizenship – indeed, throughout the centuries approximately 20% of all immigrants leave America, most back to their country of origin, without ever being naturalized officially. Third, a significant proportion of Israelis living in America are there (by their own lights) only “temporarily”, and indeed over the past decades tens of thousands ultimately did return to their homeland.


Fourth, Jews are historically a wandering people; like a windup doll, you can't just stop it moving. Migration is part of our culture and ethos (I venture to posit that everyone reading this has a great-grandparent or closer who immigrated to the States; none of you are Mayflower progeny). Finally, Israeli Jews are “too smart” – Israel has one of the highest rates of PhDs per capita in the world, and we simply can't hire even half of them (despite the 60 universities and colleges in Israel!).   


Still, such a large emigration would seem to spell trouble for Israel. For some, perhaps the most troubling aspect is that today, for most Israelis, these numbers are not troubling! If forty years ago the worst four-letter curse in Hebrew was “yored” (in Hebrew, it's spelled with 4 letters) – someone who has figuratively “gone down” by leaving the country – today the word isn't uttered in private conversation nor in the media. So many Israelis have relatives who moved to the U.S. (far fewer move to Europe) that the phenomenon is perceived as “natural”. Not necessarily positive, but it's like the weather: not much one can do about it.


So what does this say about the Zionist Project? Try this mental exercise (forget for the moment that you know anything about Jewish history or Israel): there's a country X which in only 60 years has had 6 major wars, 3 minor military campaigns, is surrounded by enemies in two concentric circles (contiguous and further out), and 20% of its population supports (or at least is nationally related to) those enemies, has almost no mineral resources, is located in a semi-arid area, is trying to consolidate several, vastly different ethnic cultures into one [Jewish-Israeli] people, and the list of tzures goes on... Question: What percentage of its population would leave the country? Most people would guess around 50% – while in fact the actual proportion is closer to 10% (Israel today has well over 7 million citizens of which more than 6 million are Jews).


Moreover, 100,000 relatively well off, highly educated American Jews have left the greatest country on earth to settle in such a country? Israel must be doing somehthing right – and it is. This isn't the place to beat our breast King Kong style; I'll let others do that for us (e.g. see the amazing NY Times article “The Tel Aviv Cluster”: www.nytimes.com/2010/01/12/opinion/12brooks.html). Suffice to say that any country that has to deal with what Israel went through for the past sixty-plus years, and still emerged as an economic, academic and military mini-superpower – well, Israel must be doing something really right.


Herzl wanted to create a state like all other states. Well, he succeeded and failed.  Israel has failed to be “normal” – proof positive of its tremendous success despite the obstacles it has had to overcome, including an understandable, but by no means, debilitating demographic hemorrhage.    
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