Reflections of/in Israel

Israelis Abroad

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

I'll start off my column this time with two anecdotes. The first one is true -- indeed, I have heard it from several friends each of whom experienced a different variant. The second is a rumor -- possibly real and possibly apocryphal, but in any case reflecting sad reality.


Story #1: While spending a summer teaching in China, an Israeli friend of mine was asked by a local Chinese colleague how many Israelis lived in the State of Israel. "About seven million," replied my friend. "No, no," answered the Chinese in somewhat broken English. "Not in your city -- how many in the entire country?" When my friend explained that indeed his answer referred to Israel as a whole, his professorial colleague was stupefied. "But how can it be? Everywhere I go in the world, there are thousands of Israelis!"


Story #2: Before the curtain went up in a West End London theater, the backstage announcer intoned the usual admonition, with a slight twist: "Ladies and gentlemen -- and Israelis -- please turn off your cellphones before the performance starts...".


The sight of so many Israelis traveling around the world is indeed an amazing phenomenon. Two questions come to mind: 1- Why so many? 2- What are the consequences?


To put matters in their proper proportion, here's an amazing statistic I read a few years ago on the United States: only 18% of all U.S. citizens hold a passport!!! I use three exclamation points here to illustrate how unbelievable this sounds to Israeli ears. (The numbers have increased slightly since then because of a change in U.S. policy: all Americans now need a passport just to cross the border to Canada or Mexico.) While I tried but could not get hold of the parallel Israeli statistic, I am sure that it's the reverse -- no more than 18% of all Israelis don't have a passport. True, America is a huge country -- one can spend twenty vacations within the country's borders without visiting the same area twice. But still -- less than one in five have traveled overseas?


There are several reasons for Israelis' wanderlust. First, it is a small country. Despite incredibly diverse topography packed into a small space (the size of New Jersey), there is a limit to how much there is to see. Second, Israeli life, public and private, is a gigantic pressure cooker -- we have to get out every so often to clear our heads. Third, most Israelis descend from Abraham, and Jacob's 12 tribes -- not for nothing are we called the "Wandering Jew". Traveling abroad is the way we started our nation, and this hasn't stopped through all our diaspora exiles. Fourth and finally, if Jews are spread out all over the world, that also means that almost every Israeli has "mishpokheh" overseas -- an excellent reason to travel abroad (after all, what Israeli wants their overseas family to stay in their Israeli house? Better to turn the tables...).


This might all sound like a trivial subject, but to move on to my second question, the phenomenon has some some serious ramifications -- much like a good-news/bad-news joke. First, Israelis are not the most "polite" people on the planet (we call it "dugri" -- telling it like it is), so that our uncouth behavior overseas does not exactly help the country's already tarnished image (e.g. the cellphone story above). Second and conversely, being overseas has definitely "moderated" Israeli behavior. Especially Israeli frequent travelers have begun to internalize some international norms of behavior (dressing for the occasion; interrupting conversations less often), to the betterment of Israeli society itself. Third, the Hebrew language has suffered from English-language bombardment. True, this can also be ascribed to Western TV programs, movies etc, but there is little doubt that spending time in "Anglo-Saxon" countries (U.S., Britain, Australia) has contributed its share as well. Fourth, and again conversely, it has also boosted Israeli exports; most Israelis today have excellent English comprehension, even if their spoken English is somewhat tortured.


Fifth and finally, as compared to American parochialism (again, 80% have never been overseas), "Israel Travel Unlimited" has led Israelis to a greater appreciation of the world's diversity -- not only in tourist sites but more important in the fact that different nations can think differently about the world. Indeed, a popular, new, pre-trip activity is to take a few "local culture" classes of the places they will travel to. This might not impact Israeli policy regarding existential issues such as the peace process, but at least we hopefully won't be hearing any more "Ladies, Gentlemen and Israelis" in the future.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Prof. Sam Lehman-Wilzig teaches at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. In 2008-09 he was Schusterman Visiting Professor at Brown University. Visit his Web site:  www.profslw.com
