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Is the Jewish Diaspora Unique? 
Refl ections on the Diaspora’s
Current Situation*

The Jewish Diaspora, Israel, and TT consequently Israeli-Jewish Dias-
pora relations are all in the midst of ongoing intense transformations.¹
Th ese profound changes, however, are of a chaotic nature. Th ey are caused
by contradictory trends and features. Th ere is no wonder that such changes
confuse many gentiles, as well as many in the Jewish Diaspora (here-
after the Diaspora) and in Israel. Th e main purpose of the present essay,
therefore, is to contribute to the clarifi cation of this situation.

Th is essay focuses on recent developments and the current situation
of the Jewish people. Because of space limitations, it does not present the
signifi cant historical perspective on the fundamental changes and their
results that have occurred in world Jewry during the last two centuries, and
especially since the late nineteenth century. Nevertheless, one of the most
meaningful changes in this respect should be mentioned here: instead of an
entity that primarily and deeply had been anchored in a national-religious
culture, the Zionist movement, as well as related processes of emancipation
and secularization, turned substantial segments of world Jewry into people
who, to a large extent, are rooted in a secular national culture.

In any case, and more specifi cally, the purposes here are: (1) to discuss
the uniqueness of the Diaspora, or its similarity to other diasporas; (2) to
consider the possible implications of either of these possibilities for pre-
dicting the future of the Diaspora; (3) to review the main transformations
occurring in the Jewish Diaspora; (4) to outline the consequent major criti-
cal issues facing it; and, (5) to suggest how all these developments infl uence
the Diaspora’s reciprocal relations with Israel.

To accurately grasp the deeper meanings of the changes currently 
occurring in the Jewish Diaspora and in Israeli-Diaspora relations, how-
ever—and consequently the problems that the Diaspora is facing—the
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scope of the customary discussion about the Diaspora and its relations with
its homeland should be expanded. As I have argued in some of my previ-
ous publications,² and as, for example, William Safran argues in his article
in this issue,³ it is advisable to examine the Jewish Diaspora’s situation in
general, and the Diaspora-Israeli reciprocal relations in particular, within
the wider context of available insights into the general diasporic phenom-
enon.⁴ It is regrettable that the number of general and specifi c studies of 
homelands (countries-of-origin) relations with their diasporas is inade-
quate; however, to apply theoretical and comparative insights to the Jewish
Diaspora is particularly important in order to reach a realistic evaluation
of the current trends that might impact on its future development.

Th ere is, in fact, an increasing awareness that in many respects the
Jewish Diaspora is similar to other ethno-national diasporas. Yet this
notion is far from being widely accepted. Th us, more often than not, when
gentile and Jewish publics at large—as well as politicians, journalists and
some scholars—refl ect on the Jewish Diaspora and its relations with Israel,
the question of the uniqueness of these two segments of world Jewry and
their relations still pops up. Mostly, the general public, the politicians,
and the analysts in the Diaspora’s host countries, as well as those in Israel,
emphatically argue that the Jewish Diaspora and its relations with its
homeland are unique. It is thus worthwhile to briefl y and generally refer
to this bewildering topic.

Whoever has examined the sensitive question of the uniqueness of any 
social-political formation, or the other side of the same coin—the similari-
ties between social-political systems—is aware of the fact that there is no
readily available and persuasive “yes” or “no” answer to the question of
whether such formations are indeed unique. Th ere are a number of reasons
for this diffi  culty. First, most social-political formations are structurally 
and behaviorally highly complex, and it is usually diffi  cult to determine
the critical elements that could, or should, be compared; consequently,
conclusions about their similarities or uniqueness are diffi  cult to determine.
Second, most of these complex formations experience rapid and chaotic
processes of change. It is therefore diffi  cult to fi nd the most pertinent
points in time when these systems may have been in a balanced situa-
tion that would allow adequate comparisons and conclusions about their
uniqueness. Th ird, each of these systems has its own unique characteristics
whose relative weights over time are diffi  cult to accurately assess.

All these conceptual and theoretical diffi  culties, which are, as noted,
present in any attempt to compare any social-political systems, apply 
equally to ethno-national diasporas, such as the Armenian, Greek, Irish,
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Korean, and Palestinian, whose numbers are still increasing, and which are
usually multifaceted entities that are undergoing chaotic changes. Th us,
like all human formations, in addition to certain unique characteristics,
each of these entities has certain characteristics that are similar to those
of other diasporas.⁵

Moreover, it is also diffi  cult to delineate the similarities among these
entities because many diasporans—and fi rst and foremost Jewish diaspo-
rans and Israelis—emphasize the uniqueness of their entities. Because this
issue has not been adequately studied, this inclination should probably be
attributed to their belief that the expression of their own sense of unique-
ness, and consequently the image they want to project, are critical for
maintaining their ethno-national identities, as well as for stressing the more
essential (not essentialist) features of their national entities in a world that
demonstrates antagonism toward “others,” including ethnic minorities,
migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, and ethno-national diasporas. In the
same vein, in order to ensure their survival and continuity through implic-
itly and explicitly highlighting their uniqueness, diasporans underline their
belief in their own cultural superiority in relation to other minorities and
diasporas. In addition to the emphasis on these ethno-symbolic and social
traits, diasporans emphasize the unique characteristics of their entities for
instrumental purposes; that is, to persuade themselves and all others that
there are also practical reasons to maintain their identity, and hence the
maximal number of members.

In sum, culturally, socially, and instrumentally committed diasporans
tend to minimize their entities’ similarities to other ethno-national diaspo-
ras residing in the same, or in other, host countries. As implied above, this
also applies to the Jewish nation, which from its very earliest days believed
and claimed that it was the “chosen people,” and hence unique. Th is atti-
tude has further been buttressed by the equally traditional view, which is
held not only by the Jews themselves, about the exceptional historical age
of this diaspora, its singular traumatic experiences its singular ability to
survive pogroms, exiles, and Holocaust, as well as its “special relations”
with its ancient homeland, culminating in 1948 with the nation-state that
the Jewish nation has established there.

Regardless of the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological prob-
lems, and the actual complications in accurately determining the unique
characteristics of each of the diasporas in general, and of the Jewish Dias-
pora in particular, and like comparisons among other social-political for-
mations, there are a number of methods for comparing diasporas to each
other.
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One of these methods, which is basically qualitative in nature, is that
of focused comparison, whereby the most essential, supposedly relevant,
factors are compared—for example, the essential elements of identity and
identifi cation, the interconnected reasons for diasporans’ assimilation or
integration into their host societies, or the issue of communal cohesion. A 
second possible method, which is more quantitative, is that of comparing 
the greatest possible numbers of relatively clearly defi ned components,
such as the diasporans’ demographic and geographic dispersal among and
within various host countries, the numbers of their identifi ed core and
peripheral members, the number of their organizations and their formal
functions, the fi nancial resources at their disposal, rates of return to their
homelands, etc. Th e third method is that of comparing a specifi c diaspora 
to a general model, or profi le, of similar diasporas.⁶

None of these methods is exclusive. Th at is, in order to achieve the
most reliable comparisons there is a need to use all these methods or
a combination thereof. Accordingly, the following analysis pursues a 
combined approach.

As has been indicated above, I share the view that during the last few 
decades the Jewish Diaspora has experienced certain processes that have
enhanced its “normalcy,” namely its similarity to other ethno-national
diasporas. To avoid repetition of the arguments made by other contribu-
tors to this issue, here only some main developments in this respect are
mentioned.

First, like many other members of established diasporas, the vast
majority of Jews no longer regard themselves as being in Galut [exile] int
their host countries.⁷ Perceptually, as well as actually, Jews permanently 
reside in host countries of their own free will, as a result of inertia, or as a 
result of problematic conditions prevailing in other hostlands, or in Israel.
It means that the basic perception of many Jews about their existential situ-
ation in their hostlands has changed. Consequently, there is both a much
greater self- and collective-legitimatization to refrain from making serious
plans concerning “return” or actually “making Aliyah” [to emigrate, or “go
up”] to Israel. Th is is one of the results of their wider, yet still rather prob-
lematic and sometimes painful acceptance by the societies and political
systems in their host countries. It means that they, and to an extent their
hosts, do not regard Jewish life within the framework of diasporic forma-
tions in these hostlands as something that they should be ashamed of, hide
from others, or alter by returning to the old homeland. Th is is an important
factor for both Diaspora Jews and Israelis permanently residing in various
hostlands, who form a sub-diaspora or a diaspora in its own right.
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It should, however, be noted here that among orthodox and ultra-
orthodox Jews the perception about their exilic situation and the issue
of return to their homeland is diff erent, though even they do not rush to
“return” to Israel.

Th is sense of a legitimate existence outside the homeland has been
reinforced by the legitimacy granted to the Diaspora not long ago by large
groups within Israeli society as well as by successive Israeli governments.
Th ough not wholeheartedly, Israeli senior politicians, including prime min-
isters—even the late Yitzhak Rabin, who eventually changed his position
concerning this issue—have accepted the Diaspora’s existence and Israel’s
need to maintain close and continuous contacts with it.⁸ Th e same process
occurs now in the relations between other homelands and their diaspo-
ras—this changed attitude is evident in the case of the Mexican, Palestin-
ian, Irish, Italian, and even the Japanese governments. All these and many 
other governments have established special ministries or agencies to deal
with “their” diasporas and to establish closer connections with them.

Th us, many Israelis, including some, but not all, politicians, have dis-
carded two of the most signifi cant Zionist maxims—“diaspora negation”
and the unqualifi ed call for the return to Israel (Aliyah(( ) of all Jews regard-hh
less of personal and collective costs. Th at is why many Jews and Israelis
who permanently reside abroad do not hesitate to identify as members of 
the Jewish Diaspora, and even regard their membership in this entity as an
“in” phenomenon. Among other things, this change has impacted on the
main strategies employed by the various Jewish communities concerning 
continuity, further development in their host countries, and their relations
with Israel.

During the last one hundred fi fty years, there have occurred in various
Jewish Diaspora communities very clear processes of secularization. Simul-
taneously, in various communities, changed attitudes toward the various
religious movements within Judaism have also taken place. Th us, there has
been a relative increase in the memberships in the Reform and Conserva-
tive movements, and, on a smaller scale, in the Reconstructionist move-
ment, especially in the US. Again, as in other diasporas, these processes
of secularization have not caused a marked desertion of the communities
by these secularized Jews. Th e actual result is that orthodox and ultra-
orthodox Jews now constitute minorities in most diasporic communities as
well as in Israel. Yet, these groups have a very evident presence in both, and
they wield a great deal of infl uence in Jewish entities all over the world. It
should be noted that in many communities, synagogues serve as the main
centers of Jewish activities. In Israel these two groups—the secular and the
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orthodox—are important political and social actors, infl uencing various
aspects of life there, including Israeli laws and politics.

Th ough there is no doubt that all fi ve movements mentioned here are
religious in most of their beliefs; nevertheless they operate within secular-
ized environments.⁹ Similar processes can be discerned in other diasporas,
such as the Greek, Polish, and Irish. Th is article will further elaborate on
these issues below.

Interconnected, but not less important, is the fact that more persons
defi ne themselves as “ethnic Jews,” rather than what might be termed as
“religious Jews.” Th ere is evidence, which is based upon public opinion sur-
veys among Jews, that this has happened mainly in the US, Canada, and
Australia; but there are also various indications that similar processes are
underway in the Jewish communities in Russia and Germany. According 
to various estimates based on such public opinion polls and the 1990 Jewish
census in the US, about 40 of American Jews regard themselves as ethnic
Jews. In all likelihood, this process will continue and even strengthen.¹⁰
Yet; this is still a contested issue, especially among those who believe that
Jewish identity is primarily based upon cultural elements.¹¹

In most countries where Jews reside, the much-enhanced processes of 
globalization, liberalization, and democratization create among them the
need to rethink not only the deeper meanings of Judaism, but also about
the meaning of permanently living in a diaspora.

In this context, Jews, as well as members of various other ethno-
national diasporas residing in such hostlands, must cope with two contra-
dictory developments: on one hand, they must relate to the fact that they 
permanently reside in open, pluralistic, but not necessarily multicultural,
societies in their host countries, which is especially the case when these
societies are ready to embrace members of such diasporas and condone
their integration, but not necessarily their assimilation. On the other hand,
they must deal with expressions of hatred, xenophobia, and enmity toward
“aliens” and “others,” which continues to occur in various societies, espe-
cially in Europe. Th is happens even in what have been regarded as penul-
timate liberal democracies such as Holland, Denmark, and Sweden.¹²

Despite these hostile expressions, the more “positive” changes in the
situation of most diasporas in their host countries, including the Jewish
and Israeli Diaspora, is the legitimacy that they receive, especially in
democratic and democratizing states. Th is, and greater acceptance in their
hostlands have led to a growing self-assertiveness among the members of 
the Jewish and Israeli Diaspora. Like other diasporic entities, such as the
Turks, Tamils, Kurds, and Palestinians, Jews are not diffi  dent about their
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active involvement in politics. Th is applies to the situation not only on the
trans-state and national levels in their hostlands, but also on local levels.

Organization and the regular operation of organizations are critical
factors in the existence of all diasporas. In this context, the Jewish Diaspora 
has been noted for the multiplicity, quality, and effi  cacy of its organiza-
tions.¹³ Th is critical aspect of the Diaspora’s existence and functioning 
has been aff ected by the changes described above. Th us, a most signifi cant
result of these changes is the weakening of some venerable communal orga-
nizations on the state level in their host countries. Th is process is closely 
related to the general weakening of nation-state institutions and organi-
zations in many democracies. Concurrently, during the last two decades
there has been underway a process of the strengthening of local communal
organizations, such as the Jewish Federations in the US, and of similar local
communities and organizations in other democratic host countries.¹⁴ Th ese
developments have signifi cant ramifi cations for the Diaspora itself and for
its relations with Israel.

Despite continuous ties and consultations between various large and
central traditional Jewish organizations in the Diaspora, on one hand, and
the Israeli government, the Jewish Agency, and other Israeli organizations
involved in Israeli-Jewish aff airs, on the other, members of the diasporic
communities conscientiously and continuously autonomously examine
their strategies, tactics, and operative steps. Ultimately, rather than accord-
ing to “national interests,” they take decisions according to their personal,
groups, and communal interests. One of the more evident results of this
ongoing reconsideration of priorities has been the reduction in unilateral
fi nancial transfers to Israel and the simultaneous increase in the mobiliza-
tion and investment of resources in local communal needs in their host
countries. Th is change of priorities is intended not only to ensure the
continuity of Jewish communities, but also to promote their local cultural,
social, and organizational revival.

In addition to their ties with their homelands, ethno-national dias-
poras, including the Jewish Diaspora, are now involved in three bilateral
and multilateral systems of relationships: diaspora-host country relations;
host country-homeland relations (including relations with other minorities
and diasporas-diaspora and trans-state international and global interac-
tions. Regardless of the complexity and multiplicity of these systems of 
relationships, as noted earlier, most academic attention has been given to
diaspora-host country relations. Similar attention, however, must be given
to homeland-diaspora relations. While politicians, activists, and scholars
have regarded diaspora-homelands relations as unilateral processes, in
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which the homeland has been the prominent partner, these relations should
be further examined from two perspectives—that of the homeland and
that of the diaspora.

Th ere is another very signifi cant process under way that is very rel-
evant to our discussion here: an ongoing reevaluation of what has also been
a controversial issue; i.e., where the “center” and the “periphery” are in the
entire dispersed nation. Unlike previous periods—especially that from
1948 to the late 1960s, when demographically the Jewish population in
Israel was less than 5 of the entire nation—now, when the Israeli Jewish
population is about 50 of the entire nation, more Diaspora Jews think 
that Israel is certainly not the predominant partner in Jewish aff airs. Th is
is a result, however, of the spreading view, not equally held in all Jewish
diasporic communities that the Jewish state is not the most creative entity 
in regard to the revival and redefi nition of Jewish identity and culture.
Th is is certainly true as far as the core members of the three largest Jewish
communities—US, Russia, and France—are concerned.

Consequently, in these as well as in other smaller communities, there
is an increasing demand for an equal standing with Israel and with other
communities no matter what their size and human and economic capital.
Similar processes occur in other ethno-national diasporas; in those cases,
also, the issue of centrality intrudes into the discourse, and, in most of 
these cases the diasporas reject the notion of an undisputed centrality of 
their homelands.

Th ese cumulative processes impact on the organization and utiliza-
tion of available means and resources in diasporas. Th us, like other dias-
poras, the Jewish Diaspora makes an increasing use of electronic means of 
communication, particularly the Internet. Th is is intended to create and
maintain the general trans-state networks connecting these communities
with the homeland and other Jewish diasporic communities residing in
other hostlands. Rather than “transnational,” these activities create trans-
state entities that maintain a certain degree of solidarity, potential for joint
mobilization, and the possibility of mutual support.¹⁴ Rather than on a 
national level, a great deal of work is invested, and, to an extent, this goal
is accomplished on the communal organizational level.¹⁵ In this context it
should be noted that the increasing use of these means, which are plural-
istic and post-modern, only enhances the inclination toward autonomy in
the conduct of diasporic aff airs and the catering for their specifi c needs.¹⁶

All these factors lead to a discussion of what is probably the most
troubling issue concerning the Jewish Diaspora—that of its continuity;
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or more bluntly put, that of the survival of the Jewish Diaspora. Quite
understandably, this has become a highly controversial and debatable issue.
Various writers on this matter have expressed views and made predictions
that range from extreme pessimism to pessimism.¹⁷ Th ere are very few who
are more optimistic about this existential issue.¹⁸ Be that as it may, the
development over long periods of other similar “historical” and “modern”
ethno-national diasporas that are also experiencing the impact of globaliza-
tion, regionalization, and internal processes in their host countries, shows
that they nevertheless survive and even experience revivals.¹⁹ In view of 
these experiences, it is quite safe to predict that a relatively large core of the
Jewish Diaspora will not disappear. Moreover, it is likely that, again like in
other diasporas such as the Polish, Greek, and Italian, a revival and further
development of that core of the Diaspora, which would prefer to remain in
their host countries while maintaining close connections with the home-
land, is highly likely. Th us, contrary to the more pessimistic predictions
suggested by demographers, anthropologists, and other analysts, who base
their predictions on deterministic and extrapolative trends, it is highly 
probable that the Jewish core will not diminish, but may even grow.

In any case, the general analysis up to this point leads to two almost
inescapable conclusions: First, the Jewish Diaspora has indeed been simi-
lar to other ethno-national diasporas; consequently, Israeli-Jewish Dias-
pora relations are also not unique. Second, in the foreseeable future, the
Diaspora will not disappear.

Following is a more focused examination of the main changes occur-
ring in the Jewish Diaspora and in its relations with Israel.

First are the impacts of globalization, liberalization, and the relative
freedom of movements of members in the Jewish Diaspora’s current situa-
tion. Most of these ramifi cations are pretty well-known and therefore only 
certain relevant factors will be discussed here.

Easy movement in and out of most host countries where Jews reside
now, as well as in and out of Israel, naturally infl uences the geographical
dispersal of the Jewish Diaspora. For example, this has enabled South Afri-
can Jews to migrate to Australia and England, thus increasing the Diaspora 
there rather than going to Israel, Jews from the former Soviet Union to
Germany and the US (again rather than to Israel), Jews from Argentina to
Spain, and Israelis to various host countries (mostly where there are Jewish
diasporic communities). As far as the implications for the Diaspora’s situ-
ation and its relations with Israel are concerned, for example, this move-
ment has created both possibilities and new organizational demands for
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the communities and, indirectly, for Israel. Consequently, there has been a 
need created to revitalize veteran organizations, such as those in Germany,
and organize new ones, such as those in Spain.

Th e availability of the new communications systems facilitates these
migratory trends, on one hand, while, on the other, enables connections
between Israel and diasporic communities that are located far away from
each other. Th is facilitates the maintenance of constant ties between these
communities, their mobilization during emergencies, and, paradoxically,
their autonomy.

Th e new, relatively open, political and economic systems in most
democratic and democratizing countries where Jews reside, which has
been achieved thanks to globalization, enables the “regular” organization
and maintenance of diasporic communities in host countries (such as the
former Soviet Union) that in the past had prevented it. Th is new openness
and liberalization also allows and enhances global economic activities of 
individuals, groups, and communal enterprises. Such activities create the
capital for the support of Jewish communities in distress, as well as of 
Israel. It should be noted that, to an extent, these processes were disrupted
by the terrorist strikes in the United States of 9/11 and by the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan. Th ese unfortunate events have led to the imposition of 
various restrictions on migration, free communication between various
communities, and easy transfer of resources. Yet, such activities continue,
and they infl uence the position of the Jewish Diaspora and its relations
with Israel.

As far as perceptual, attitudinal, and behavioral patterns are con-
cerned, globalization causes contagion and consequently the adoption of 
new ideas by all diasporas. Some of these ideas lead to assimilation and
integration, on one hand, and to the use of more self-assured political
actions, on the other. Th ese processes, which augment the legitimization
of multi-culturalism, the acceptance of “others” and “otherness,” and the
explicit demands for self-organization and respect for these organizations,
promote the inclination toward autonomous decision-making and self-
conduct of aff airs in host countries. Th ey also increase the Jewish Dias-
pora’s similarity to other ethno-national diasporas, and have profound
impacts on its relations with Israel and with other minorities and diasporas
in their host countries.

In most host countries, therefore, the core Jewish Diaspora may expe-
rience continuity and even revival, on one hand, but also face severe prob-
lems, on the other. First, it is relatively easy to move from one host country 
to another, as well as to obtain citizenship in some new hostland. At the
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same time, freedom of movement permits core members to maintain close
ties with the homeland, as well as supporting return movements. All of 
these factors, which are part of the improvement in freedom of movement,
have impacts on assimilation and integration patterns and on the possibil-
ity of maintaining an ethno-national identity outside of the homeland.
Th ough under the prevailing conditions diaspora leaders face diffi  culties
in preventing intermarriages, assimilation, and full integration that may 
lead to members’ abandonment of their diaspora, yet, due to the very same
factors, members of the Jewish Diaspora can maintain their identity and
resist the temptations of assimilation and full integration. Th erefore the
argument, made by some authors, that sooner or later the Jewish Diaspora 
will disappear is vastly exaggerated.²⁰ Th e main reason is that the Dias-
pora is not a totally “imagined community.”²¹ In fact, as I have argued in
my many publications on this issue, Jewish identity is based on a mix of 
primordial, mythical-psychological, and instrumental factors.²² After a 
relatively long period when this view was out of fashion, it has recently been
gaining more adherents. Hence, despite the demographic and geographical
changes—including the shrinking of some Jewish communities because
of the Diaspora core members’ adherence to their ethno-national-religious
identity, and to new trends of hostility in various host countries toward
diasporas in general and the Jewish Diaspora in particular - it seems that
the core Diaspora will not disappear. Th is of course does not mean that
the leaders and activists should relax. Considerable cultural, ideological,
and economic investments are needed to ensure continuity, particularly of 
the core in the Diaspora. Social, political and economic mobilization for
achieving a cultural, social, and political revival in shrinking communities,
such as that in Britain, is therefore essential.

Second, as indicated above, a growing numbers of Diaspora Jews
regard Israel as an insecure and economically failing state. More important
is the growing perception that Israel is a socially, and culturally mediocre
state that does not serve as a dynamic source of inspiration for Diaspora 
Jews. It was this growing realization that gave birth to the view that the
cultural revival of the Diaspora does not depend on Israeli contributions
and the Hebrew language.²³ Upon becoming aware of these trends, many 
Jewish leaders now recognize that it is essential to spread the Jewish cul-
tural heritage and inculcate it in the minds and hearts of younger Diaspora 
Jews. Th ey have also realized that, under the present circumstances, it
is preferable that educational materials and programs necessary for this
eff ort be planned and implemented by diasporans in the Diaspora in
the languages of the host countries. Th is is required mainly because of 
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the Jewish diasporans’ preferences—they know that whenever books and
other educational materials are written in the local language there is a 
better chance that more younger persons will show interest in them, and
thus in the national origins, history, cultural inheritance, and develop-
ment of Israel as the national homeland. Th is inclination has clearly been
demonstrated by an increase in the number of children attending Jewish
regular or day schools and by the proliferation of the departments, research
institutes, and programs of Jewish studies in the Diaspora. For the sake
of a balanced presentation, it should be mentioned that the views and
interests noted here are not shared by all Diaspora Jews. Th ere is, however,
an increasing number of individuals, including wealthy persons and some
organizations that believe and actively support the idea that Israel is still
central, or even essential, to revitalizing a healthy Jewish identity, which,
in turn, will contribute to the continuity and revival of the Diaspora and
of its relations with Israel.

In this context, the issue of the role of the Jewish religion is relevant
and should be briefl y elaborated.²⁴ I approach this subject from a diff erent
angle than that presented by William Safran in his article in this issue.
Th e prevailing view, and probably the actual situation, is that orthodox and
ultra-orthodox Jews still regard their position as exilic, that they assimilate
and fully integrate into their hostlands much less than secular Jews, that
they are more loyal to the nation that they keep closer connections with
their religious brethren in Israel, that they visit it more often, and that they 
extend various kinds of assistance more than other Diaspora Jews. It has
also been argued that, during the last two decades, these two sectors are
more vigilant in protecting Israeli interests abroad. Th erefore, a majority 
of Israeli politicians think that Jewish continuity abroad depends on these
two sectors. In view of the actual situation in various other ethno-national
diasporas, this presumption is questionable. Th e fact is that secularization
of these entities has only partly aff ected the size of core membership in
most of these entities and their support for their homelands. Th us, among 
the cores of most diasporas, including the Jewish Diaspora, secular persons
outnumber those who are religious.

Moreover, there is a growing understanding that, in many cases, the
religious factor in peoples’ identities only supports their ethno-national
positions, and that it is not necessarily the most essential element for the
maintenance of national identity. It is true that, in the Jewish case, syna-
gogues served and still serve as signifi cant centers for cultural activities,
bases for social organization, locations where Jews meet and exchange
views, and places where various resources are mobilized; but there is no
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doubt that secular leaders and organizations also serve as sources for inspi-
ration and providers of actual resources for the Diaspora’s continuity as
well as for Israel’s needs.

Jewish Diasporans are active agents, and a great deal of what happens
in the Diaspora should be attributed to them and to their own decisions
and activities. Yet nobody should diminish the signifi cance of the organiza-
tions that deal with both general matters of the Diaspora and its relations
with its homeland. Especially, but not only, Jewish Diaspora members and
leaders are fully aware that organization is an essential requirement for the
survival of their community. Th erefore they establish elaborate and sophis-
ticated organizational systems and networks on the various levels and in all
the main spheres of activity—defense, cultural and social aff airs, external
relations, and maintenance. Th ere is no need to elaborate here on this issue:
it is very well-known that the Jewish Diaspora has excelled in this aspect
of its existence in most host countries.²⁵

Making intensive use of the new communication systems, these
organizations have created sophisticated trans-state networks that allow 
immediate contact between communities residing in distant geographical
locations. Neither host countries nor homelands can prevent the establish-
ment or operation of these networks and their resulting contacts. Among 
other things, these networks constitute channels for transferring various
resources, including fi nancial and morale support. Again, the Jewish Dias-
pora also excels in this respect, and the number of the organizations that it
has established and the networks that it uses is large. When seen from an
Israeli point of view, however, the existence and use of these networks only 
increases the Diaspora’s autonomy rather than its dependence on Israel.

Th ough these organizations have access to various resources and per-
form valuable functions, presently they are encountering considerable
problems, such as diminishing membership, less funding, and reduced
infl uence. One of the reasons for these problems is the waning legitimacy 
granted to them by individual members and local communities in the Dias-
pora. Th is is especially true regarding older and venerable organizations
whose goals have not been reformed, non-democratic organizations, and
those controlled and operated by professionals rather than by lay leaders.
Th e main criticism directed at such established organizations, as well as
their leaders and professionals, is that they do not adequately represent their
members that they are not very effi  cient, that their functionaries pursue
their own views and sometimes selfi sh interests, that they do not adequately 
serve the entire community, and that some are too closely connected to
Israel. Th ese positions are expressed mainly by younger members aspiring 
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to leadership roles in the communities, and by persons with liberal views,
whose numbers are growing.

Th e fact that the Jewish Diaspora is dispersed in various host countries
in which diff erent social and political conditions prevail makes their rela-
tions with Israel problematic. In this respect, their most pressing need—as
well as desire—is to respond to Israel’s demand that the Diaspora recognize
its centrality. Notwithstanding certain perceptual and attitudinal changes
over the years, many Israelis, including Israeli politicians and “professional
Zionists,” still expect the Diaspora to maintain constant connections with
the homeland, demonstrate full loyalty to it, and supply it resources.

As long as their host countries’ relations with Israel are reasonably 
friendly, a modus vivendi that is comfortable to all sides can be attainedi
and maintained. Th ings tend to become complicated—and even embar-
rassing—when such relations are worsening, becoming unfriendly, or are
actually in a state of crisis. It has always been a “given” that under no
circumstances would Israel sacrifi ce the Diaspora in order to promote or
protect its own interests vis-à-vis such host countries. Yet, as history hass
shown, when economic or political clashes occur between Israel and a 
host country of a Diasporic community, the former would prefer its own
interests rather than those of the Diaspora. A well-known example for
this pattern was Israel’s clash with the US government concerning Israeli
contacts with South Africa during the Apartheid period. Another example
was the Pollard Aff air.²⁶ In both cases, the American Jewish community 
was adversely aff ected by the incongruity between the policies of Israel and
their hostland. Th ese events left their imprints on the American-Jewish
community.

Problematic relations between host countries, Israel, and Jewish com-
munities bring to the fore the tangled issue of loyalty to host country vs.
homeland. Th ere are diasporas that show greater readiness to prefer the
interests of their homelands over those of the host country. Such entities are
seen to be submitting to the political manipulations of their homelands. In
extreme cases, this pattern has given birth to total loyalty to the homeland,
and in less acute cases it can result in either divided or dual loyalty to the
host country.²⁷ Most diasporas, however, have become more assertive in
their relations with both their homelands and host countries, tending to
show greater readiness to oppose the governments of their homelands by 
rejecting demands to prefer their interests over those of the hostland. Th is
applies also to the Jewish Diaspora.

In this connection it should be remembered that, until the 1990s,
Israel offi  cially adhered to the Zionist notion of Diaspora Negation,
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proclaiming that the continued existence of the Diaspora was abnormal
and hazardous for national survival, and that it was inferior to life in
Israel. Th is notion provided the justifi cation for Israeli demands that it be
recognized as the predominant center of the nation, and for its frequent
interventions in Diaspora aff airs, thus raising the issue of where Diaspora 
loyalties lay. Similarly, Israeli demands for the provision of resources was
anchored in this staunch ideological belief.

Recently, there has occurred a clear change in the Diaspora’s attitude
in these respects. More individual members and organizations reject the
notion of Israel’s predominance and related Israeli claims; consequently,
they do not accept Israeli manipulations, they are not ready to demonstrate
exclusive loyalty to Israel, and they direct most of the resources that they 
mobilize to the fulfi llment of their own communal needs. As will be argued
below, this most signifi cant factor has deeply infl uenced the Diaspora’s
positions and interests, and thus also Israeli-Diaspora relations.

Th e more specifi c quantifi able changes that have occurred in the Jewish
nation are in its main demographic features, geographical concentrations,
views of Jews and Israelis concerning their identity and identifi cation,
and intra-national relations.

Th ough demography is not the only or most essential factor impact-
ing on the changes occurring in world Jewry, nevertheless it contributes to
changes in the viewpoints, ideologies, needs, strategies, and practical activi-
ties of various segments of the Jewish nation. Th ese changes aff ect harmony 
and tension within world Jewry, the relations between the Jewish commu-
nities and the social and political systems in their hostlands, and the estab-
lishment of networks and organizations. Following are some demographic
features that are most relevant to the discussion in this essay.²⁸

Th e estimated number of those who declare that they are Jews is about
13 million (in 1945 the number was 11 million). From the 1970s onward,
however, the natural growth, except in Israel, is near zero; that is, while
the annual rate of natural growth of world Jewry is 0.06, the annual rate
of natural growth of the entire world’s population is 1.7).

Between 1989 and 2002, 1.8 million Jews migrated from their host
countries. 63 of these Jews migrated to Israel and 37 migrated mainly to
Western countries. Th is immigration considerably diminished the number
of Jews in the former republics of the Soviet Union, Argentina, and South
Africa (it is worth noting that the last two communities used to be very 
active and closely connected to Israel). As a consequence, the larger Jewish
communities are, in descending order. those in the US, Israel, Russia,
France, Britain, Ukraine, Canada, Germany, Brazil, and Australia. Th e
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German and Australian communities have grown as a result of recent
immigration from the former Soviet Union and South Africa, respectively.
Th ese changes also mean that the majority of Jews now reside in democratic
or democratizing countries.

Other important demographic factors are that Jews live mostly in
cities, that most of them have secondary school and college educations,
and that they are employed in specialized professions.

Th e proportion of core to peripheral Jews varies in diff erent coun-
tries—in Russia, the proportion is 89 core Jews, while in the US, this
proportion is 74. Th is ratio changes as a combined result of intermar-
riages and full integration into host societies. Th e ratio of intermarriages
in Russia is the highest—70 of all women and 80 of all men marry 
non-Jews. In the US, where the largest Jewish Diaspora resides, and in
what are known as western countries, where there are smaller communi-
ties, the ratio is 50 in France and 40 in Britain. In most communities
in the west, there is an evident process of the aging of the communities.
An even faster process of aging has occurred in Eastern Europe, including 
Russia and Ukraine.

In sum, the two largest Jewish communities are now those in the US
and Israel (80 of the entire nation); 90 of world Jewry permanently 
reside in 20 of host countries rated highest in “human development,”
which is an index of quality of life. On the other hand, as a result of the
Second Intifada and the economic recession, this index now rates Israel as
only 22nd on the list—a fact that has implications concerning its image
and position in world Jewry, as well as its potential attraction to Jews who
reside in countries which are higher on this scale.

Th ese demographic and geographical changes may have aff ected
changes in identity and identifi cation, mainly of secular Jews, as well as
substantially impacted a variety of processes in the Jewish Diaspora and
in its relations with Israel. Th us, the identifi cation of core Jews has become
multifaceted and based less on values agreed upon by large segments of 
world Jewry. As noted above, identifi cation on the basis of religion is on
the decline and world Jewry is becoming more secular. Th ere are analysts
who argue that Jewish identifi cation is based on cultural rather than bio-
logical elements, and that there is a movement from identifi cation on the
basis of communal background to identifi cation on the basis of individu-
alistic and individual feelings and positions.²⁹ Th e increasing number of 
intermarriages contributes to the emergence of ambiguous identities and
identifi cation of parents and of their children; there are noticeable changes
in Jewish family structure and in its weight as a determining factor in the
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Jewish way of life, which used to be an important factor in maintaining 
the Jewish ethno-national as well as religious identity, and the attitudes of 
Jews vis-à-vis the organized Diaspora and Israel; the number of peripherals
Jews is increasing; and there is an increase in the number of “ethnic Jews”.
As noted above, in view of these cumulative trends there is a growing pes-
simism concerning the future of Jewry. Yet, again, the situation of similar
ethno-national diasporas that had been regarded as disappearing, such as
the Polish, Greek, and Irish, indicate that Jewry’s continuity, revival, and
even renaissance should not be easily ruled out.

From the point of view of the geographical dispersal of world Jewry,
the relevant facts are: the almost total disappearance of Jews from North
Africa, Moslem, and Middle Eastern Arab countries, (the numbers of 
Jews in Iraq, Yemen, Syria and Lebanon are now negligible); as well as
the continuing decline of the number of Jews in the former Soviet Union,
Latin America and South Africa. Th is means that there is much less need
to deal with Jews in distressed countries, and that there is a gradual decline
of Jewish communities in the Diaspora that were closely connected to
Israel, such as those in South Africa and Argentina. Th e latter development
further hampers Israeli claims of the undisputed centrality in the entire
Jewish nation.

Simultaneously, there have been fl uctuations in the numbers of Jews in
the larger western democratic host countries—notably the USA, Canada,
Australia, and various countries in the European Union. Th us, in some
of these countries, such as England and France, the numbers of Jews have
declined, while in other countries the number has grown. Th is growth can
be attributed to an ongoing process of “return” of Jews to countries where
previously (most notably since World War II) there were only few Jews.
Th is has been the case in countries such as Germany, Spain, Hungary, and
even in Romania. It also implies that further changes should be expected
in the organization and functioning of these Jewish communities.

An additional demographic-geographic factor infl uences various
Jewish Diaspora—intra-hostland migration and the emergence of relatively 
new Jewish communities in locations where, in the past, Jewish presence
has been insignifi cant. Examples are the relatively new communities in
Arizona and New Mexico in the US, and the emergence of Jewish commu-
nities in former Eastern Germany. Like all other developments mentioned
above, this trend also creates a structural and behavioral pattern that may 
give birth to a new orientation of Jewish organizations.

Older and better-organized communities are also experiencing some
signifi cant changes—reduction of membership in communal organizations,
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less readiness of core members, and of course of peripheral Jews, to actively 
participate in communal activities, especially those that focus on Israel,
and less willingness to mobilize resources to help Jews in other host
countries, or to support Israel.

In this vein, a survey conducted toward the end of 2002 by the Jewish
Agency’s Department for Zionist Jewish Education concerning American
Jewish positions vis-à-vis Israel has shown that only 31 said that they ares
“very attached to Israel,” 41 said that they are “somewhat attached to
Israel,” 20 said that they “are not very attached to Israel,” and 8 said that
they are “not at all attached to Israel.” Only 11 said that their attachment
to Israel has increased somewhat during the second Intifada.³⁰

Th e second closely interconnected factor is that of a marked increase
in the inclination of members of Jewish Diaspora communities to foster
their own autonomy in conducting their aff airs and relations with Israel.
Th us there has emerged an evident strong trend among Diaspora Jews and
Israelis to keep their distance from old and largely inactive communal and
national organizations. More lately there has emerged a growing desire to
reform their patterns of activities and to establish alternative organiza-
tions. Th ese inclinations are particularly evident in regard to fund-raising 
organizations, and to their allocation patterns. Th is trend has aff ected the
United Jewish Appeal (which has been replaced by United Jewish Com-
munities: an organization run by local and regional federations in the
US. Th is tendency has also been clearly expressed in the changes in the
venerable Jewish Agency initiated and introduced by Diaspora Jews.

Th e third factor, which is no less important, and which has already 
been mentioned in this essay, is the ideological changes concerning some
fundamental issues, especially those related to making Aliyah to Israel.h
As is well-known, the demand for immigrating to Israel has consider-
ably diminished. On the other hand, migration from one host country to
other countries continues. Moreover, there is less hesitation to migrate to
countries which previously hosted only a few Jews-a process that creates
new challenges regarding Jewish identity and identifi cation and relations
with Israel.

In sum, there are now many ingredients that would create yet further
changes in the governance of the entire nation and in Diaspora-Israeli
relations.

Th e discussion about the Diaspora’s current situation cannot be con-
cluded without a short examination of the Israeli perspective. Th is is quite
a problematic mission because the Israeli politicians, bureaucrats, and
“professional Zionists” who are involved in these relations try to paint a 
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rosy picture of what transpires in this sphere. Hence, a critical examination
of the idyllic and idealistic picture of Israeli-Diaspora relations is needed.
In any event, even the relatively few publications on these issues have
indicated that Israeli interests always came fi rst, that Israel was zigzagging 
within this sphere, that it changed foci and positions without clear formal
explanations, and that its policies were multifaceted and chaotic.³¹

Th e fi rst aspect that should be examined here is that of Israeli atti-
tudes toward the Diaspora. A preliminary observation, however, may also
be made: there are at least fi ve diff erent groupings of Israelis that espouse
diff ering views about relations between Israel and the Diaspora. Th e fi rst
group is that of Israelis who have relatives in the Diaspora, especially among 
the nearly three-quarter million Israelis residing in various host countries
(those who in the past were called Yordim). Th e second group is that of 
Israelis who have relatives among Diaspora Jews whose grandparents, or
parents, or they themselves, never resided in Israel. When considering 
these two groups, it seems that quite naturally their members would tend
to keep closer relations with their relatives abroad. Th ese Israelis also stand
a better chance to get some remittances (although unlike the situation in
other homelands, Israelis abroad remittances to Israel are pretty limited),
to visit their relatives abroad, and to be visited by their relatives. Members
of these two groups have a better knowledge, even if it is tainted, about
the diaspora than other groups in Israel. Hence, they will show greater
involvement in the Diaspora’s aff airs, and will be ready to adopt more
determined positions concerning issues that necessitate decisions on the
part of the Israeli government.

Th e third group is that of Israelis who have no relatives residing 
abroad, but who nevertheless show continued interest in the Jewish Dias-
pora. Many of these Israelis visit Jewish communities abroad, host Diaspora 
Jews during their visits in Israel, show a general interest in the Diaspora,
and attentively follow developments there. Th ey also tend to show sympa-
thy toward the Jewish Diaspora, in general, and toward the communities
with which they are in touch or acquainted, in particular. Th ese Israelis are
ready to participate in meetings and conferences concerning the present
and future situation of the Diaspora and are active in various organizations
on the behalf of the Diaspora.

Th e fourth group, which is the largest among these fi ve groups, is that
of those Israelis who are apathetic toward the Diaspora. Although some of 
them will express general concern about the fate of Diaspora Jews, in fact
they lack solid and updated knowledge of what transpires in the Diaspora.
Even if their statements about their general concern for Jewish communities
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abroad are not necessarily insincere, they would not go out of their way to
do much to help the Jewish Diaspora.

Th e fi fth group is the smallest among Israelis, but it is the most active
and vociferous in this context. Th ese are the politicians, “professional
Zionists,” and other bureaucrats employed by the government and the
“national institutions” dealing with the Diaspora. More than any other
group in Israel, these Israelis are deeply involved in matters aff ecting the
Diaspora and its relations with Israel. In most cases their motivations are
mixed—on one hand, they are involved in these matters because of their
ideological or emotional beliefs and by a genuine concern about the Jewish
nation; but on the other hand, this concern is connected to their only or
main occupation and source of income.

In addition to the qualitative evaluations of the various groups’ atti-
tudes toward the Diaspora mentioned above, there are some less impres-
sionistic assessments about this subject. Th ese are based on surveys con-
ducted since the late 1960s. It should be noted; however, that the surveys
were not conducted regularly by the same researchers and that questions
posed to the participants were not the same. Nevertheless, the results are
indicative of the attitudes of Israelis in this sphere.

Before presenting some results of these surveys, it should be noted that
researchers in this sphere emphasize that only those who answer that their
attitudes are “absolutely positive” should be regarded as really concerned
with the Diaspora. Th ose who answer by saying “yes, we are concerned,” or
that they are “somewhat concerned,” show either alienation or ambivalence
vis-à-vis the Diaspora.s ³²

Now to the results of some of these surveys. During the fi rst week of 
the 1973 War 66 of Israeli Jews answered that they felt “absolutely posi-
tively” part of the Jewish Nation. After that war, a survey in April 1974
found that only 46 of Israeli Jews answered in the same vein. Seven years
later, in January 1981, 58 answered that they felt absolutely positive toward
the Diaspora; in 1986, 67 answered that they are “absolutely positive”
about their connection to the Jewish nation.³³ In a survey commissioned
by the World Jewish Congress and conducted in October 2001, showed
that, again, a major decline had occurred in positive feelings vis-à-vis thes
Diaspora—only 48 of the Israeli Jews said that they felt absolutely posi-
tive about their connections to the Diaspora.

No less telling are the results that follow: a survey conducted in 1993
showed that only 46 of secular Israeli Jews were absolutely sure that they 
were part of the Jewish nation. Among those who regarded themselves
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as religious, the number rose to 83.³⁴ A survey performed in 2001 also
showed that 85 of the ultra-religious and religious Israeli Jews felt full
attachment to the Jewish nation, 57 among the traditionalists felt the
same, but only 29 among secular Jews in Israel answered they were “abso-
lutely positive” about their connection to the Diaspora. Th e same survey 
showed that the attachment was stronger among mature and older Israelis,
which is a mirror image of the situation in the Diaspora.

During the same period, a noticeable gap existed between Israeli and
American Jews concerning their connection to the nation: 70 among 
the latter said that they felt a very strong attachment.³⁵ In addition, these
surveys found that in 1967, 55 said that there was a diff erence between
Israelis and Diaspora Jews, in 1973, 63 agreed with this statement, in 1981,
43 indicated the same, and in 1993, 50  said there was a diff erence.

It is quite widely accepted that the sense of attachment is closely 
related to various aspects of identity and identifi cation, and to perceptions
about Israeli-Diaspora relations. One of these aspects is the perception
about the mutual dependence between Israelis and the Jewish Diaspora. In
the early 1990s, about 75 of Israelis said that all Jews shared the same fate,
68 said that they thought or felt that Israel would not be able to continue
to survive without close connections with the Diaspora, and 77 of Israelis
said they were convinced that the Diaspora would not be able to exist on
its own without help from Israel. In a 2001 survey, 76 answered that they 
regarded Diaspora Jews as committed friends of Israel. On the other hand,
a survey conducted in June 2002, which was commissioned by the Taglit 
Project, showed that only 42 responded that they had a very positive posi-
tion regarding Israel’s responsibility to help Diaspora Jews in distress, while
36 said that they had only a “positive position” about this issue.

It is unfortunate that during the 1990s no surveys were conducted
to examine Israeli positions concerning Israel’s right to intervene and
infl uence developments in the Jewish Diaspora. Th e surveys that were
conducted in the 1970s and 1980s have shown that only about 40 agreed
with the State taking such action. Th e results were similar concerning 
Israeli perceptions of the right of the Jewish Diaspora to intervene and
infl uence developments in Israel.³⁶ Th ese results indicate that the major-
ity of Israelis supported the notion of autonomy for the two segments of 
Jewry. Th e October 2001 survey conducted for the World Jewish Congress
showed that 49 of Israeli Jews said that Israel is acting properly in its
attempts to protect the Jewish Diaspora, but only 31 said that Israel does
not do enough in this respect. Another fi nding in this context was that in
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the 1970s and 1980s 63 and 72 of the Israelis respectively thought that
the Israeli government should take into account the implications for the
Diaspora whenever it decides about Israeli foreign policy.

Th ough these fi gures are somewhat confusing in their inconsistency,
the truth of the matter is that, as has been suggested above, Israeli atti-
tudes are far from demonstrating an overwhelming commitment to the
Diaspora.

To understand the current situation of Israeli attitudes toward the
Diaspora—and hence the problems facing these two segments of the
nation—one must very briefl y also examine the history, especially the
main changes in the attitudes and positions of the Israeli political elites in
this respect since the establishment of the Jewish state.

Th e fi rst period—from 1948 to the late 1960s—was characterized by 
the ideological negation of Diasporic life [Shlilat Hagolah]. During thishh
period, ambivalence about these relations could also have been noted.
Th e fi rst element—“the diaspora negation”—had been one of the basic
positions of the Zionist movement in general, and of its various parties
in particular. It aff ected the views and practices of the Yishuv leadership,v
and later those of Israeli politicians during the fi rst two decades after the
establishment of the state.³⁷ Th e results of the “successful” 1956 and 1967
Wars only further buttressed this ideological position. It has gradually 
dissipated since the mid 1970s, however—especially because of the results
of the 1973 War.

Until the 1973 War, most Israeli senior politicians, the “professional
Zionists,” and the majority of the Israelis not only negated Jewish life in
the Diaspora, but also argued that Israel was the nation’s epicenter. Th is
attitude was expressed in many public statements made by senior Israeli
politicians and in their direct contacts with activists in the Diaspora. With
no great enthusiasm, however, they admitted the Diaspora’s contribution to
the establishment of the state and its support of Israel after 1948. Simultane-
ously, they repeatedly emphasized the Israeli-centric Zionist ideology, the
signifi cance of the 1948 War as the ultimate eff ort in the liberation of the
entire nation, the establishment of the Jewish nation-state, and the impor-
tance of the Declaration of Independence as the constitutive document for
the future existence of the Jewish people. In the best Zionist tradition, they 
also emphasized that the establishment of the nation-state normalized the
situation of all Jews. Th ey argued that Israel would be a safe haven for all
Jews, and that it would be able to adequately protect the entire dispersed
nation. Th ey also claimed that the then large immigration to Israel signi-
fi ed that it really had become the epicenter of the entire nation, and that the
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beginning of Israel’s economic growth, which to a great extent was funded
by world Jewry, could only help the entire nation. All these statements were
intended to turn Israel into the undisputed national center. Yet there was
also a sub-text: actually these politicians were ambivalent about Israel’s role
and its relations with the Diaspora.

At fi rst it looked as if these Israeli politicians would succeed in their
self-imposed mission to position Israel as the quintessential center of the
nation. Th e initial reactions of the majority of the organized Jewish Dias-
pora to the Israeli success in the 1948 War and to the establishment of the
state were qualifi ed and hesitant, but they indicated readiness to reconsider
their previous hostile or uncommitted positions vis-à-vis Zionism and thes
Yishuv. Th is, for example, was the position of the American Jewish Com-
mittee and the Joint Distribution Fund. Th e Zionists and pro-Zionist
leaders in the Diaspora almost fully accepted Israel as the national center.
Staunch supporters of Israel, however, never became an undisputed major-
ity in the Diaspora. Th ere have always existed anti-Zionist organizations
as well as quite large indiff erent groups. Moreover, the leaders of the
non-Zionist organizations made it clear that Israel should not interfere in
Diaspora aff airs. Th is demand was intended to ensure their autonomy and
prevent severe problems concerning their loyalty to their host countries.

Nevertheless the more positive attitudinal and behavioral positions
vis-à-vis Israel on the part of signifi cant segments in the Diaspora had somes
practical implications—readiness to mobilize and transfer to Israel money 
and human resources, and readiness to grant it political and diplomatic
support. Initially that fi nancial support was limited, and it increased only 
in the wake of the 1956 War. After the 1956 military victory, and especially 
after Israeli military success in the 1967 War, Israel’s position was further
strengthened and the Diaspora’s fi nancial support increased.

As noted above, during later periods the number of Diaspora Jews
who became skeptical about Israel’s centrality grew gradually. Some of 
these skeptics expressed grave doubts about Israel’s power and its ability to
overcome all social, political, and security diffi  culties that it encountered.
No less important, these skeptics questioned Israel’s cultural ascendance
and its ability to maintain and cause Jewish revival.

Only when the memories about the Holocaust began to gradually fade,
especially among younger Jews abroad—when the memories of impressive
Israeli victories began to be forgotten, and when criticism about Israeli
occupation of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan heights
percolated to wider groups in the Diaspora—did Israeli politicians started
to understand the erosion of the Jewish State’s position among Diaspora 
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Jews. Th ey were, however, slow in internalizing the full meaning of these
changes. Th is began to aff ect the views of some more sensitive Israeli poli-
ticians, but not the professionals, who continued to think and behave as
previously.

Th is sense of ambivalence concerning the Diaspora was fostered by 
some deeper factors—the conceptual and practical diffi  culties encoun-
tered by Israeli politicians in their attempts to defi ne the essence, position,
and functions of the Jewish Diaspora. Th e main issue that was and still
is unclear concerns the nature of Jewish identity. Some Israeli politicians
became unsure about the applicability of the notion and term “exile” to the
Jewish Diaspora. Similar questions were raised concerning the Diaspora’s
continuity, and about who should serve whom—the Diaspora, Israel, or
vice versa. And doubts were expressed about the Diaspora’s loyalty. As
could have been expected, these issues bothered not only the Israelis, but
also the Diaspora leadership.

Th e internal debates concerning Israel’s positions vis-à-vis the Dias-s
pora were refl ected in the legislation about the status and functions of the
Zionist Movement and the Jewish Agency that was passed by the Knesset
in 1952. It was also refl ected in the Accord between the Israeli government
and the Jewish organizations that was signed in 1954. Th is Law and the
Accord authorized the Zionist movement and the Jewish Agency to func-
tion as the formal representatives of the Diaspora in Israel, and of Israel in
the Diaspora. Certain functions, which were more limited in scope than
their functions in earlier periods, were assigned to these two organizations.
In practice, however, the main actors in this sphere became the Israeli
political parties and the governments that they established. More specifi -
cally, according to the compromise reached by these “national institutions”
and the Israeli government, the former would continue to function as the
providers of assistance to Israel in the spheres of development, settlement,
immigration and its absorption, and coordination with Jewish organiza-
tions abroad. Because of disputes with assertive Diaspora Jewish leaders
who were active in the Zionist movement, such as Nahum Goldman and
Aba Hillel Silver, Ben-Gurion and his colleagues preferred to cooperate
with the Jewish Agency rather than with the Zionist Movement. Accord-
ingly, they decided that the funds raised by the Diaspora would be trans-
ferred to Israel through the Jewish Agency, and that the Zionist Movement
would get its share through the Agency.

Th e ambivalence that characterized the positions of the founding 
fathers has impacted Israeli-Diaspora relations to this day. It created gaps
between public statements made by the politicians and their actual policies
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and actions. Even now, Israel expects the Diaspora to provide it with Aliyah,
money, and political and diplomatic support. On the other hand, Israel
has invested its own resources in rescuing Jews in distress and has granted
assistance to communities that found themselves in crisis situations. In
this context, the politicians have informally categorized the Jewish com-
munities as follows: for obvious historical reasons, the American Jewish
Community has been regarded as the most important entity. In the second
category, there are the established and the well-organized communities of 
Britain, France, Australia, Canada, and South Africa. In the third category,
they placed the Jewish communities in the Arab countries, North Africa,
the former Soviet Union, and also, to some extent, certain Latin and South
American communities. Th e Israeli politicians had expected support from
the communities in the fi rst category, but less in the second; and it was only 
in accordance with its capabilities and interests that Israel assisted Jewish
communities in the third category.

Th e second aspect in the complex relations between Israel and the
Jewish Diaspora was the degree of actual Israeli involvement in the Dias-
pora’s aff airs, especially during “normal” periods. Despite declarations
and agreements concerning the autonomy of the Diaspora, there were no
coherent guidelines for action or inaction in these spheres. Th e formulation
of such guidelines was left to the Israeli professionals and their partners in
Jewish organizations in the Diaspora. Th e result was that, during certain
periods and in certain countries, the Israelis were involved in the Diaspora 
aff airs and only infrequently refrained from doing so.

Th e third sphere whose boundaries remained unclear was that of the
defi nition of Jewish identity. It was not clear who in Israel had the authority 
and capability to conduct the dialogue with the Jewish Diaspora about this
critical issue. Similarly, it was not clear with whom this dialogue should be
conducted: should it be with the veteran politicians, the professionals, or
the younger activists?³⁸ It was not surprising that the Israelis preferred as
their partners for such dialogues the more veteran and established leaders
in the Diaspora who had become staunchly pro-Israeli. Hence during the
1950s and 1960s they conducted the dialogue about identity with the leaders
of such Jewish organizations as the American Jewish Committee, the Joint
Distribution Fund, and Hadassah.

Th is pattern did not modify positions and postures of other Jewish
organizations very much, but only increased the confusion and tension. It
gradually became clear that connections with the more established Jewish
organizations abroad—which were motivated not only by inaccurate evalu-
ations about the true weight of the various organizations, but also by 
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bureaucratic considerations—created accumulative adverse reactions and
alienated other no less important leaders and organizations in the Diaspora.
Th is was, as noted, particularly the case with younger and aspiring leaders
who wanted to participate in the conduct of aff airs, but were not welcomed
by the older and more veteran leaders, activists and professionals. Despite
all developments that occurred in Israel and the Diaspora in the meantime,
these patterns did not change substantially until the second period (from
the mid-1970s to the early 1990s) in Israeli-Diaspora relations.

Th is second period might be called “the period of gradual transfor-
mation.” Retrospectively it seems that the traditional perception about
Israel’s centrality and the actual situation in the nation’s governance indeed
underwent major changes after the 1973 War. As in other spheres, changes
in Israeli-Diaspora relations were gradual but growing. Th ese changes also
caused alterations in the standing of the organizations identifi ed with Israel
or supporting it, such as the Zionist Movement. Th ese new perceptions
percolated, as has been noted above, to wider groups, both in Israel and
the Diaspora. Th e entire period was characterized by recurrent attempts to
reevaluate Israeli-diaspora relations and the beginnings of actual changes
in the relations of the two parts of the Jewish nation.

Israel’s impaired image, caused by the military debacle during the
fi rst stages of the 1973 War—and to a great extent also by the outcomes of 
that war—only enhanced the relative ambivalence and indiff erence toward
Israel. Th e sense that Israel was not a secure place, which became prevalent
even among Jews who had been close to Israel and cared for it, gave birth
to a reordering of priorities by many Jews and Jewish organizations abroad.
Th ese processes were further enhanced by the 1982 War in Lebanon, by the
Israeli presence there, and later by the establishment of the security zone
in southern Lebanon.

Th is was the period during which the question of the endurance and
continuity of both Israel and the Diaspora was squarely put on the national
agenda. Th is was not an abstract question; it had practical meanings and
ramifi cations for all persons and organizations involved. Not surprisingly,
it was accompanied by accelerated processes of change in the positions
and status of the Jewish communities, on one hand, and of the Israeli
government, the Jewish Agency, and the Zionist movement, on the other.
Hence, not accidentally during this period various plans for far-reaching 
reforms in Jewish governance and organizations were put forward. Among 
others, Yossi Beilin, Daniel Elazar, Rabbi David Hirsh, Arik Carmon, and
Avraham Burg prepared and publicized their plans for such reforms.³⁹
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Th ese processes caused actual changes in the allocation of resources
for the various purposes and needs of both the Diaspora and Israel. Dif-
fi culties in fundraising for Israeli purposes were evident already during the
1973 War. Th e UJA and Keren Ha’Yessod had no other choice but to com-
bine the campaigns of 1973 and 1974. Th is joint campaign was successful
and the amount of funds raised was impressive. But during the following 
years, though the entire sum raised for Jewish purposes did not decrease,
there occurred a continuous decline in the sums transferred to Israel. In
fact, from the mid-1970s to the present, there has occurred a reversal in the
proportion of the donations transferred to Israel—from about 75 percent
of all donations down to about 25 percent.

Additional changes have also occurred in this sphere: most of the
donations still come from big donors (0.5 percent of all donors give about
50 percent of all donations); however, these big donors prefer to give money 
for very clearly defi ned purposes rather than to Israel in general. Th is has
been accompanied by a process whereby some donors have been distancing 
themselves from established, traditional Jewish and Israeli organizations.
Increasingly they prefer to earmark their donations to Israel for welfare
and educational purposes. Recently, they also do not give donations for
the solution of short-term problems; rather, they prefer to “invest” in long-
range plans. Th ey also criticize the large number of campaigns and prefer
concentrated campaigns.

Th ese changes have had far reaching implications for some of the
Jewish organizations in the Diaspora and especially in Israel. In this con-
text one should mention the increase in the importance of the Council of 
Jewish Federations (CJF) and the meaningful decline in the position of the
United Jewish Appeal (UJA) to the point where the UJA was “absorbed”
by the above-mentioned United Jewish Communities (UJC). It should
be added that donations to the Zionist movement have almost totally 
stopped. Simultaneously, there has been a sharp decline in the number of 
Jewish tourists to Israel. Here it should be noted that, between the fi rst
and second Intifadas, as well as more recently, there has been an increase
in the numbers of Christian tourists to Israel. Th is means that the decline
in the number of Jewish tourists coming to Israel is not merely dependent
on unstable security conditions, but that it refl ects an attitudinal change.

No less meaningful for Israeli politicians were the fl uctuations in the
political and diplomatic support granted to Israel by Diaspora Jews. Th ese
fl uctuations were enhanced by the Likud’s victory in 1977. On one side
of the political spectrum, for example, rightist and religious leaders and
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organizations supported Begin and his government, but not the evacu-
ation of the Sinai or of the Jewish settlements in the Gaza strip in the
wake of the peace treaty with Egypt. On the other side, liberal leaders and
organizations reduced their support for Israel, and—mainly behind closed
doors—criticized its government. Gradually, such criticisms were aired
publicly. Such public criticisms of the Israeli governments’ positions were
a novelty. Th is was the result of the emergence of new groups of activists
in the Diaspora. As has been noted, new groups and individuals emerged
whose loyalty to Israel and its government was questionable. On the other
side of the political spectrum, there emerged groups who were inclined
toward the right and the Republicans in the USA. A similar phenomenon
could have been detected in other host countries, such as England. To an
extent, the decline in support for Israel was checked during the late 1990s
and early 21st century. Support even increased for Sharon’s government as a 
result of 9/11, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the second Intifada.

Coincidentally, there have occurred evident changes in the Israeli gov-
ernment’s position vis-à-vis the Diaspora. Despite the problematic results of s
the 1973 and 1982 Wars and the fi rst and second Intifada, Israeli leaders felt
less dependent on the Diaspora’s political support and mediation with host
governments, especially that of the US. Since new direct channels of com-
munication were established with American presidents and the adminis-
tration, all Israeli prime ministers—Begin, Rabin, Netanyahu, Barak, and
Sharon—felt less need for Jewish mediation. Since Rabin’s fi rst government
in the 1970s, Israeli prime ministers personally conducted direct contacts
with American and most European leaders. Some of them, especially 
Rabin, also felt that the American government’s fi nancial support was not
essential for continued development in Israel. Similar change occurred in
the Israeli government’s position regarding the need for fi nancial support
for Jewish immigrants to Israel. Th is was demonstrated during the period
of the large wave of immigration from the former Soviet Union. Th e Israeli
government invested large sums in this immigration without depending 
on the Diaspora’s fi nancial support.

Concurrent with structural changes that have occurred in Diaspora 
communities that have considerably strengthened the power of the local
federations and communities in the US and Canada (the situation in other
Diaspora communities is diff erent—in most of these communities the
central organizations are still occupying central positions in the conduct
of aff airs), some profound social and political changes have occurred in
Israel. In this context, it is not surprising at all that the 1973 War was
regarded as “the earthquake.” In the wake of this war, there has emerged a 
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strong inclination to join and vote for rightist and the ultra orthodox par-
ties.⁴⁰ Generally, that period was characterized by, on one hand, tension
created between the Israeli right, which opposed the “Oslo process,” and
the resulting agreements and peace initiatives, and, on the other hand,
the Israeli dovish groups and parties that supported the peace agreements
with Egypt and Jordan and pursued the chances for an agreement with
the Palestinians.⁴¹

As could have been expected, all these transformations had further
profound impacts on Israeli-Diaspora relations. In fact, these changes both
propagated and enhanced the gaps between the two parts of the Jewish
nation. One of the most obvious consequences was a reduction in mutual
expectations.

Moreover, each of the two segments of the nation turned to deal with
the problems and the challenges facing it. Since the 1980s, Israel concluded
that it would be able to pursue its own economic and political interests
without the massive support and mediation of the Diaspora leaders and
professionals. Israeli politicians became convinced that they knew all the
intricacies of the Jewish Diaspora. Th is perception, however, has proven
tenuous. Among other things, it created mistaken perceptions about the
possible reactions of the Jewish Diaspora to events aff ecting Israel.

On various occasions, Israeli politicians and governments adopted
contradictory policies in this sphere. While Israeli policy-makers tried to
promote Israeli goals, they tended to disregard the full scope of the needs
and problems facing various Diaspora communities, especially concern-
ing identity and loyalty. As also has been noted, this was the background
to the Pollard Aff air. It is true that this aff air was primarily connected
to the American Jewish community, to Israeli diffi  culties in the US, and
to the continuous debates concerning the loyalty issue, but it had clear
implications for other Jewish communities as well.

Yet other controversial policies of the state that exemplify the ambiva-
lence inherent in its position vis-à-vis the Jewish Diaspora were Israelis
demands that the emigration of Soviet Jews be exclusively funneled to
Israel—a policy that was strongly rejected by the Diaspora, especially in
the US. Another example was Israeli-South African relations during the
Apartheid period, that to a large extent contradicted the interests and
moral positions of Diaspora Jews—again mainly of the American-Jewish
community. On the other hand, and for easily understandable reasons,
there was an implicit agreement between the Israeli government and Jewish
leaders and organizations concerning the immigration of the Ethiopian
Jews to Israel.
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Another growing problematic issue in Israeli-Diaspora relations has
been that of the Israeli political establishment’s disregard of the younger
and less established leadership that had emerged in the Diaspora and that
had developed new ideas and positions regarding the Diaspora and its rela-
tions to Israel. One example was that of the young Jews who founded and
operated the New Israeli Fund, which has become a signifi cant factor in the
sphere of earmarked donations to Israel, and consequently is a role model
for other aspiring young Jews. Out of inertia, however, most of the offi  cial
contacts of Israeli politicians and bureaucrats continued to be conducted
with established leadership and professionals in the Diaspora.

In the 1990s, a number of ideas and calls for reform in Israeli-Dias-
pora relations and in organizational patterns and behavior have emerged.
Th ough no overall radical reform has been implemented, some of these
ideas were actually put into practice. Th us, the intention of the established
leaders of the American Jewish community to amalgamate fund-raising 
was accepted; one element of Beilin’s proposal for reforms—the Taglit proj-t
ect—was launched; and, certain aspects of Elazar’s plan for reorganization
of the Jewish Agency and for greater effi  ciency in the way it conducts its
aff airs was also implemented.

Th ese cumulative processes have led to the present period in Israeli-
Diaspora relations. Th is period can be regarded as an important phase in
the restructuring of these relations; however, this restructuring has been
initiated and implemented mainly by Diaspora Jews and in the Diaspora,
rather than by Israeli actors and in Israel. After the second period—that
of “trials and transformations”—the Diaspora is strongly emphasizing 
the need to determine its own goals. As noted, some Israeli politicians,
who became involved in Diaspora aff airs, like Beilin and Avraham Burg,
became aware of the cumulative changes that had occurred and are still
occurring in the Diaspora, and they have therefore called for fundamental
changes in Israeli-Diaspora relations and in the role of Israeli organiza-
tions. It seems, however, that the majority of Israeli politicians have not
internalized the full meaning of these changes. In this respect, some of 
the most problematic and embarrassing issues are the wide gaps that still
exist between declarations and actual policies, as well as the contradic-
tions between the various positions, such as that between the call for mas-
sive Jewish immigration to Israel, made, for example, by prime minister
Sharon, on one hand, and Israeli readiness to ensure the continuity of 
Jewish communities abroad through modest support for Jewish education
in the Diaspora—a policy that has been implemented by the same Sharon
government.
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Unlike the prevailing situation in this respect in Israel, it seems that,
among Diaspora core members, there are larger numbers of those who have
accurately assessed the present situation. Th ese individuals and groups have
realized that Israel’s centrality in the nation and its inability to signifi cantly 
contribute to the Diaspora’s continuity are highly questionable. Th ey have
equally realized that the source of any desirable change is and will be in
the Diaspora itself, not in Israel, which is deeply engaged in the solution of 
its own tremendous problems. It means that these core members have very 
clearly realized that Israel would not be able to cause the cultural rejuvena-
tion of the Diaspora, and to the substantially contribute to the solution of 
its main demographical, identity and identifi cation problems.

In sum, the main processes occurring now in the Jewish Nation are
those of demographic shifts in the various communities; new concentra-
tions of Jews in and within host countries where in the past only relatively 
few Jews had lived; the ascendance of new social, economic and political
forces in both Israel and the Diaspora; and, the emergence of new attitu-
dinal, ideological, and practical behavioral tendencies. All these changes
are occurring against the background of profound environmental changes
on the global, state, and local levels.

Th ese profound transformations have created eight major issues now 
facing the Jews in Israel and abroad:
1. An urgent need for a redefi nition of Jewish identity and identifi ca-

tion. Th ough the issue of identity and identifi cation in the Jewish
case is extremely complex, it has been discussed, but not in a con-
certed manner nor by the right (not rightist) publics, leaders, and
organizations.

2. In view of a growing reciprocal apathy in Israel and the Diaspora, the
need for intensifying Jewish education in Israel and the Diaspora has
been recognized. As in other spheres, however, the eff orts in dealing 
with this issue have not been focused or eff ective, and therefore results
are meager.

3. Th ough the “return” of Diaspora Jews and Israelis to Israel is still
promulgated, especially by senior Israeli politicians, the position of the
Israeli and Diasporic communities is debated and the actual numbers
of Jews making Aliyah fl uctuate. Th e same also applies to the integra-h
tion of Jewish immigrants into Israeli social, political, and economic
systems.

4. Th ere is a question how Israel and Diaspora communities should be
dealing with the variety of reviving, established, prosperous commu-
nities, and with communities that face sever troubles.
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5. Th ough the intensity of the recent waves of anti-Semitism, including 
in what have been regarded as the most liberal democracies, have been
somewhat mitigated, the Jewish Diaspora and Israel are engaged in a 
reexamination of how to treat this recurrent phenomenon.

6. Th ere is a need for a redefi nition of the rights and positions of Israelis
and those in the Jewish Diaspora with regard to personal restitutions
and compensation for Jewish property.

7. It should be determined how to enhance communication and contacts
in the Jewish nation as a whole and in Israeli-Diaspora relations in
particular.

8. And fi nally, the question is what the needed structural and organiza-
tional reforms are, and how to implement such reforms.

As long as these major questions are not being adequately addressed,
the Jewish Diaspora and Israel, as well as their mutual relations, will
remain in their present chaotic and ambiguous situation.
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