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For years, Israelis have been hearing about the "Demographic Threat" -- or as the more strident extremists like to put it, the "Arab Womb Bomb". There are two aspects to this claim: what's going on inside Israel, and what's happening in the administered territories. I will focus here on the former. Regarding the latter, suffice it to say for now that whatever numbers you read about or hear coming from the Palestinians should be taken with bucketfuls (not grains) of salt, given that there is a constant exodus of Palestinians moving overseas, mostly for economic reasons. 


At the beginning, the demographic problem looked dire: when Israel declared independence in May 1948, the number of Arabs and Jews in Israel proper was roughly equal, 600,000 for each side. By the time the War of Independence ended there were only about 150,000 Arabs left and the mass immigration of Jews would soon commence -- doubling the Jewish population in the ensuing four years alone!


Yet even those 150,000 Arab-Israelis were viewed as a threat, militarily (as a potential Fifth Column) and demographically because they averaged about eight children per family. You didn't have to be a mathematician to figure out the extremely rapid growth in their numbers were that birthrate to continue, ergo the "Demographic Threat". 


However, what then happened surprised everyone -- except sociologists who understand the correlation between education and birthrate. With the rapid expansion of education among the Israeli-Arabs -- especially among the women, many of whom previously had very little education, if at all -- their birthrate started to fall, and fall, and fall.... The latest official Israeli statistics paint an amazing picture: the average number of births per Moslem mother had dropped from over 8 in 1948 to just 3.75 in 2010, and among Arab Christians to a mere 2.14! This compared to the average number of children per Jewish mother: 2.97. And when one adds to these demographic statistics an average of 15,000-16,000 Jewish immigrants ("olim") each year, we reach a point of almost complete equality in demographic growth between Jewish and non-Jewish citizens in Israel. The present situation? 5,874,000 Jews, 1,600,000 Arabs, and 323,000 "others" (mostly quasi-Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union who are not halakhically Jewish, and many of whom walk around these days with necklace crosses etc). Hardly a demographic "time-bomb", today or even tomorrow.


So where's the problem? The increasing self-identification of Arab-Israelis as "Palestinians". This does not mean that they want to join the State of Palestine, if and when established over the border. Even close to half of East Jerusalem Arabs have indicated that they want to remain Israeli citizens if and when their neighborhoods are turned into the Palestinian capital! But the Palestinianization of Israel's Arab citizenry means that they have become emotionally disconnected from their state's democratic system, for two reasons. First, because they view Israel as not really trying to arrive at a peace treaty that would establish a Palestinian State for their brethren. Second, and probably far more important, because all Israeli governments from 1948 through today have heavily discriminated against the Arab citizens regarding distribution of government resources. Most egregious is the land issue: whereas dozens of new Jewish towns and cities have been set up by the government since 1948, providing massive help for them to expand and flourish, the number of new Arab towns set up in over sixty years has been (want to guess?): zero! And that's with a ten-fold increase in their population since the state's establishment.


Thus, as this column's title suggests, the problem is not demography but the distorted religio-ethnic nature of Israeli democracy. Personally, I am not for any "multi-cultural, post-Zionist" society. Israel was established to be the homeland of the Jewish people and their Jewish State -- and that is completely legitimate, especially given what we have gone through historically. However -- as Israel's Declaration of Independence proclaims so clearly -- the state is meant to be Jewish and democratic. It is here that Israel must do a better job for its minority citizens, precisely because there is no real Arab "demographic threat" to worry about.
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