Abstract
This dissertation focuses on the contemporary Israeli policy of return (Jewish immigration to Israel under the Law of Return) through the case study of immigration from Latin America from 1999 onward. By subjecting the policy to critical analysis, the study centers on three different levels of the Israeli policy, each chapter delving into a different aspect: ethnic categorization and the role of collective identities in the stratification that the Israeli policy creates; the growing strength of the element of religion in the Israeli ethno-national identity and its manifestations in new and exclusionary measures as the policy is implemented; and aspects of territoriality as Jewish immigrants are integrated and dispersed, focusing on the role of the concept of “frontier” as an organizing practice of social relations and governmental goals in Israel.
This study is predicated on research literature on ethnic migration policies, otherwise known as policies of return. This literature emphasizes the crucial and meaningful role of an institutional categorization process that examines and produces collective identities relative to a Most Favored Nationality, which, in the Israeli case, is composed of two elements: Western and orthodox. A categorization mechanism is a major part of every ethnic migration policy; its functions include individual-level vetting of affiliation, i.e., immigration candidates’ suitability for membership in the Most Favored Nationality; the creation of social stratification among groups commensurate with their proximity to the Most Favored Nationality; and classification and guidance by means of a population-dispersion mechanism after immigration. The study examines the functioning of the categorization mechanism of the Israeli policy of return and how it operates in three respects: by classifying ethno-class identities, by deliberately acting to buttress the status of Zionist orthodoxy and its monopolistic standing in Israel, and by steering immigrants to spatial dispersion as part of their integration.
This study analyzes the Israeli policy of return as its object of research through the case study of Jewish immigration to Israel from Latin America. This case study was chosen because it embodies new aspects and characteristics of the functioning of the Israeli policy in its broad sense and in terms of changes that it is undergoing today. The case study also demonstrates the way Israel is coping with a major change in its traditional target population for immigration and how the changes in immigrants’ characteristics are already inducing revisions in implementing the policy.
The changes among the target population for immigration from Latin America are manifested in two ways. First, they signal the end of “pioneering immigration” from that part of the world. Thus, if Israel once perceived immigrants as mobilized for and committed to the Zionist project (i.e., “pioneers”), today they are seen as arriving due to economic motives and as liable, in greater part, to exploit the benefits that the integration process bestows. A more meaningful novelty, however, pertains to changes in the target population’s ethno-class features. Whereas most immigrants in the past were of middle-class “Euro-American” origin, today they increasingly originate in “mestizo American” countries, unofficial Jewish communities, and, in significant numbers, the population of converts to Judaism. In other words, most had no Jewish background, underwent conversion, and now seek recognition by and affiliation with the Jewish world and Israel. This collectivity, known in the research literature as “Emerging Jewish Communities,” numbers tens of thousands of people, most dwelling in developing countries—in Asia, Africa, and Latin America—who convert to Judaism and wish to self-identify as Jews.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This profound change in the immigration target population is bringing on major changes in the characteristics of the Israeli policy of return. As I show in the first two chapters of the study, one already sees deconstruction of the conventional categories that policy-makers and -implementers used to understand and characterize Latin American Jews at large and potential candidates for immigration in particular. First, immigrants from Latin America are no longer perceived as pioneers; instead, they are increasingly seen as “suspects” of having economic and personal motives. For this reason, the study is titled “From Pioneers to Labor Migrants” because this characterization surfaced repeatedly as the data were being gathered. Second, the crumbling of accepted categories is manifested not only in the potential immigrants’ identity as labor migrants, in the sense of their lacking a connection to Zionism, but also, insofar as the number of new affiliates with the Jewish people who wish to convert and immigrate to Israel grows, so will they increasingly be identified as “third worlders” who wish to immigrate to wealthy lands. Therefore, the story of Jewish emigration from Latin America to Israel is increasingly associated with a global reality in which Third World inhabitants seek to better their situation by emigrating to the developed world. This phenomenon, coupled with the end of pioneering immigration, has given rise to a new inclusive and dual image of Jewish immigrants from Latin America: no longer pioneers but labor migrants, and also, contrastingly, no longer “Westerners” from ‘Euro-American” countries but more and more being, and being identified with, the nativist and evolving Third World.
This change in the characteristics of the target population, I claim, is not only deconstructing the accepted categories and their meaning but also inducing practical changes in the implementation and outcomes of Israel’s policy of return. I define the essence of these changes as a transition from practices of accommodation to those of exclusion. This manifests in two important ways. First, the benefits and dispensations that were given in order to encourage “Euro-American” Jews from Argentina and Uruguay to immigrate have been repealed and abolished. In the early “aughts,” an instruction was given to ease the process of approving eligibility and to maximize resources in order to expand immigration of Jews from these two countries. In 2007, however, the Government of Israel announced that the encouragement of Jewish immigration from Latin America no longer applied to them. Second, in the treatment of the total target population for immigration, conversion-related restrictions on the immigration of “new Jews” from mestizo American lands are accumulating. Chapter 2 presents a broad overview of the growing number of allegations from NGO activists, Conservative organizations, and Members of Knesset, that the Israel Ministry of the Interior frequently revises the criteria for approving immigration eligibility on grounds of conversion. The change of rules is meant to stanch the immigration of various convert communities that originate not only in Latin America but also in Asia and Africa. The regulatory change has led to a dynamic and ongoing toughening of the eligibility criteria and, in certain cases, across-the-board non-recognition of conversion proceedings where their purpose is eligibility for immigration to Israel under the Law of Return. Importantly, the ongoing nature of the criteria crackdown attests to a dynamic and evolving process of reshaping and re-applying the policy of return, one that has been neither completed nor finished. One may also adduce thus far that if the Israeli policy is expressly meant to reinforce Israel’s Jewish majority, the practical need to defend the country against “labor migrants” in the guise of immigrants from the developing world has become a more important and central national goal.
Beyond these changes, which belong to the functioning of the institutional categorization mechanism, an additional feature of the policy of return is taken up in Chapter 3, the last chapter of the study: the functioning of the categorization mechanism that accompanies the policy. The question here is how the categorization process functions as part of the spatial dispersion of the population after integration takes place. Israel is an immigrant-settler society and, for this reason, the practice and tenanting of the frontier has been central ever since the country was established. Settling the frontier in Israel has always been bundled with marginalizing and rewarding different groups. This study reviews the role of the frontier in the current Israel policy of return and shows how Jewish immigration from Latin America fits into the big story and, at the particularistic level, into the national effort to expand Jewish settlement in the West Bank.
In sum, this study offers a critical analysis of the Israeli policy of return as it applies to Latin America. It reveals how change in the immigrants’ demographic characteristics and ideological and ethno-class motives is causing their image in policymakers’ eyes to disintegrate. It also examines the way these changes are reshaping the Israeli policy of return and revising its implementation. More particularly, the study centers on the institutional categorization mechanism, its diverse functions, and its linkage to various aspects of the policy of return. Each chapter in the dissertation focuses on a different aspect of the functions of this mechanism and thus lays bare the various levels of which the Israeli policy of return is composed. Chapter 1 reviews the reprofiling of the traditional target population and explains its implications for Jewish communities in, and immigrants from, Euro-American countries. Chapter 2 delves further, examining how Israel copes with the phenomenon of the “new Jews,” collectively a target population for immigration that had not existed before. Chapter 3, in turn, sets the story of Jewish immigration to Israel from Latin America within the frame of efforts to disperse the population to the frontier. Each chapter centers on the main elements that typify the Israeli policy of return: ethno-classism, religion, and territory. 
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