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Israelis Overseas: Polls Apart

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

I'm not usually the paranoid type, but this coincidence was a bit much even for me: no sooner had I typed out my previous column for this paper back in mid-January (“The Israel/American Shuttle”, published mid-February) when PM Netanyahu announced the government's intention to change the election law so that Israelis could cast their ballot even while residing overseas, most of them in the U.S.  So here I (have to) go again.


It's a terrible idea. Not from a purely democratic perspective – after all, many countries including the U.S. enable their citizens residing abroad to cast an absentee ballot – but rather from a Zionist standpoint. Indeed, that's what makes the announcement so surprising. Had a Left wing/post-modern/multi-cultural/globalist government announced this (the Meretz party comes to mind), it would be understandable albeit no less acceptable. But that a nationalist-Zionist party such as the Likud is trying to do this is almost inexplicable. Here's why.


There are two forms of “Zionism”. Lite Zionism holds that Jews around the world can be strong supporters of Israel through moral encouragement, economic help, and political pressure on their governments. Most of you readers fall into this category. Classical Zionism, on the other hand, felt that to be a true Zionist one must move to Israel and physically be part of “settling the land” (not necessarliy in the narrow sense of farming, pioneering etc). The quintessential expression of this attitude was PM Ben-Gurion's (in)famous speech at Carnegie Hall to America's collective Jewish leadership. After addressing a packed house, the PM took questions from the floor. “Mr. Prime Minister,” asked a leading functionary, “what are Israel's top three national priorities?” BG responded immediately: “The first priority is aliyah; our second priority is aliyah; and in third place – aliyah!” To put it mildly, the audience was not enthused with this reply, but it did express the classical Zionist point of view.


If anything, the Revisionist/Beitar/Herut camp (progenitors of today's Likud) was even more adamant on this issue. From there the epithet “yored” that I noted in my last column: if you left the country, you were considered a “traitor” and certainly had no say in its future. Today, of course, they are not even considered “defectors” but...


To be sure, the issue of absentee balloting is not mere ideological. If overseas Israelis constitute more than 10% of the country's population, then this large number will have significant influence without responsibility. They could vote for parties and policies without having to bear the consequences of their choice: not serving and fighting in the Israel Defense Forces; not having to deal with terrorism, Katyushas (and in the future, perhaps even worse than that); not even having to pay sales tax, property tax and other non-income taxes. 


That's the reason that Netanyahu's announcement was greeted with immediate criticism from Left (Labor) and Right (SHAS). Indeed, his suggestion was perceived as pure, opportunistic politics at the expense of sacrosanct ideology: the vast majority of Israeli citizens living overseas are Right-wingers, itself a phenomenon worthy of pop psychology analysis (not here). So that if his election law revision did succeed, the Right-wing camp would stay in power almost in perpetuity.


I might add that the present law does give Israeli citizens residing abroad the right to vote – as long as they are present in Israel on Election Day. And several thousand actually do so every election. While this might not be altogether “fair”, at least they show enough commitment to spend a thousand bucks on a round-trip ticket for the privilege of voting. Moreover, given that Israeli law offers significant financial incentives to “returning citizens” (after living overseas a mere two years), one can hardly say that the country turns its back on the “provisionally departed”. 


In the final analysis, Zionism asks only that Israeli citizens “vote with their feet” – not walking around in Diaspora but rather planted firmly on Terra Sancta. 
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