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Black and Blue and White
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You can read this headline as "Black & Blue -- and White"; or "Black -- and Blue & White". Therein lies a story with a positive beginning and not-so-happy middle.


As is well known, in the 1980s and 1990s Israel spent much money and energy in bringing tens of thousands of Ethiopian Jews to its shores. For anyone accusing Israel of being a racist state (remember the infamous U.N. declaration of Zionism = Racism?) here was proof positive that Israel was no such thing. Indeed, you would be hard pressed to find any nation on Earth where the government made a concerted effort to help "blacks" immigrate into their country. Nor has Israel rested on those laurels; in the past two months it has successfully completed its longstanding project of bringing the Ethiopian "Falashmura" to the Promised Land. These are former Jews whose ancestors converted to Christianity (some voluntarily, others not) but continued to maintain a connection to their past Jewishness. In short: we are witness here to thirty years of turning "Black -- (into) Blue and White".


Unfortunately, what is true of the Israeli government's efforts has not easily been continued in Israeli society. Overt signs of racism are few and far between -- other than the occasional racial epithet by a few truly benighted, usually lower class, Israelis. However, covert/indirect racism can be found in abundance and has led to serious conflict within Israel.


The most blatant has been in the school system. Background: Israel has several school systems -- secular public; religious public; religious quasi-public; ultra-Orthodox independent; to name but the main players. Of relevance to our story here are the two middle ones. The "religious public" (dati leumi) is financed solely by the state; the "religious quasi-public" (dati torani) is subsidized by the state along with parental tuition payments. As a matter of course, the Ethiopian Jews largely sent their children to the religious public system because they were religious and poor. However, as the government's immigrant-absorption policy was to settle the Ethiopians in "nuclear" neighborhoods so that they would be able to maintain their traditional customs and social network in order not to get lost in Israeli society at large, these Ethiopian Jews constituted a very significant part of the schools that they entered. You probably can guess the next step: massive outflow of (mostly Ashkenazi) religious pupils from those schools to the "religious quasi-public" system -- leaving the Ethiopians almost alone (or along with other lower class, Sephardi pupils) in their chosen schools.


Why did the "native" Israeli parents remove their kids from these schools? They claim for purely educational reasons: Ethiopian children as a general rule had learning problems, with little backup at home (parents who were barely literate etc), so that the schools began to lower the educational level to take into account the Ethiopian children's slower progress. The latter's level of religiosity also tended to be somewhat "lower" (i.e. less stringent), another bone of contention for the religious Ashkenazi parents. Others, however, see pure racism in the massive exit from these schools -- the NIMBY effect ("it's fine for Israel to bring in the Ethiopian Jews, but Not In My Back Yard").


In any case, for the past several years the Ethiopian parents accepted the situation, as they wanted their kids to stay together in the same school. However, this past summer something "broke" (perhaps in the spirit of the general Israeli Tent City protests) -- and they demanded that "their" school be closed and their children integrated into the other religious schools. Once again the government body proved to be more liberal/open than Israeli society -- trying desperately to find enough places in the other, few religious schools in each relevant municipality.


Unlike the U.S. in the 1950s and 1960s no massive police force was necessary to accomplish this in Israel. As I said earlier, overt racism is definitely taboo in Israel. Moreover, some Ethiopians have made massive strides: among them Israel has recently graduated the first Ethiopian doctors, PhDs and other professionals. Unfortunately, though, given the huge socio-economic gap between native-born Israelis and the Ethiopian immigrants upon their arrival on Israel's shores, the overall situation has remained one in which the Ethiopians are metaphorically "Black and Blue" as compared to the rest of Jewish-Israeli, "White" society. 
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