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General Introduction  
 

           (Isaiah 11-12) 

 

The text quoted above comes from the holy book of the Jewish people, the Torah. Isaiah 11-

12 refers to the ingathering of the Jewish Diaspora to Israel. The concept of ‘gathering the 

exiles’ has been relevant throughout the Jewish history and remains a central conception to 

the Jewish faith today. 

The most adamant proof of which is the creation of the Jewish nation-state of Israel in 1948, 

which proclaimed that ‘[it] is the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own 

fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State’ (declaration of Independence 14 May 

1948). One of the main aims of the current Israeli government is to increase the number of 

‘exiles’, or in current terminology ‘immigrants’, to ‘return’ to Israel.  

A substantial part of Israel’s Jewish population is not ‘born and bred’ in Israel: about 30 

percent of the total population are immigrants from other countries, of which 285,697 have 

come between 2000 and 2010 and are categorized as ‘olim gadashim’ or ‘new immigrants’. 

These new immigrants have come to Israel under the ‘Law of return’, which gives the right to 

every person born into Judaism, or with a Jewish father or grandparent to ‘return to the holy 

land’ and become a citizen of the state of Israel. 

The process of returning to Israel for persons with Jewish ancestry is know as ‘making 

Aliyah’ and those who have made Aliyah are know as ‘oleh’ (singular male) or ‘olah’ 

(singular female). These terms are derived from the Hebrew verb ‘la’alot’ or to go up. 

Returning to Israel is seen as ‘going up’ both in a spiritual sense, as making Aliyah brings one 

closer to God and in a physical sense because Jerusalem, the Jewish spiritual centre, lays 750 

meters above sea-level. 

 

Israel is a unique country in this sense: being one of the few in the world who encourage and 

support immigrants (be it a very selected group) to come to their country. These new Jewish 
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immigrants hold a very special position in society yet little research has been done about the 

way that olim envision and act out their Aliyah. Most of the research done on ‘olim 

gadashim’ has focused on the decision making process prior to immigrating with special 

emphasize the roles of ethnicity (Seymonov & Lewin-Epstein: 2003), gender (Aviv:2004, Sigad 

&Eisikovits: 2009) and  social networks (Amit: 2006, Boyd:1989, Riss: 2007, Seymonov: 2006). 

Most of this literature is focused on immigrants from Western countries (Giddens: 2006, Gilbert 

1998, Kimmerling 2001) or the former USSR (Benish & Shye: 2011, Kurman, Eshel & Zehavi: 

2005). In this research I mean to look at several new fields concerning Aliyah whereby I will 

combine knowledge from the fields named above to look at questions concerning motivations 

for making Aliyah as well as the way that immigrants give meaning and substance to their 

Aliyah. Answers to these questions might be able to complement the existing academic body 

of knowledge on immigration in general and Aliyah in particular.  

On a societal level this research is important because making Aliyah to Israel is not 

uncontroversial: the law of return allows Jews from all over the world to immigrate to Israel, 

receiving automatic citizenship upon arrival. However Palestinians refugees who were ousted 

from Israel or fled the country between 1948 and now do not hold these same rights, which 

can be seen as a direct violation of article thirteen of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights by the United Nations1. This inequality in regards to the right to return has created a 

difficult situation for a state that refers to itself as democratic and Western. It shows the 

continuous battle between Israel’s ambitions as a democratic and a Jewish state.  

In terms of this research it is interesting to see how the olim deal with this duality that persists 

all through society and how their actions alter the status quo, positively or negatively. On a 

more general level, research into Aliyah can increase knowledge and awareness off the 

importance to ‘return’ to Israel, for both the Jewish as well as the Palestinian people. 

 

Israel historically is an immigrant society and integrating new immigrants through various 

‘rites-de-passage’ is one of the main tasks of the Israel nation-state. These immigrants hold a 

very interesting position in society, on the one hand they are expected to actively partake in 

Israeli society by working, studying, volunteering or serving in the army. On the other hand 

they often retain ties with or return to their country of origin. This leads to an exceptional 

situation concerning the way that the olim approach their immigration; it is constant 

negotiation over the space and positions that olim hold within society.  

                                                
1(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state. (2) Everyone has the right to leave any 
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Actors, although constricted by the structures present in a society, are not determined by them 

and that relationship between actors and structures should be approached as created on the 

basis of inter-subjective understanding and meaning (Giddens: 1984). Actors are limited by the 

structures they find themselves in yet at the same time they can actively change these 

structures. 

In the case of Israel the government appropriates space, with certain boundaries, for the olim 

whilst at the same time the olim influence and actively reshape this space. The dialectics over 

space and meaning raise many questions about how olim gadashim participate in society; 

what is the relationship between olim as actors and the structures they find themselves in 

Israel; how do they change these structures; what space do they claim for themselves and how 

do they deal with unintentional or unwanted change in their lives? 

 

All these questions come together in the central question of this thesis: How do olim 

gadashim in Israel give meaning and content to their Aliyah? 

 

In this research I want to focus on olim gadashim who have all been in Israel for less than 

three years and are currently studying Hebrew at Ulpan Gordon in Tel Aviv. 

The research has taken place in Israel, mainly in Tel Aviv and the research has lasted from 

February 21 until April 25 2011. This thesis is build up of seven chapters; chapter one 

consists of the theoretical framework within which the research has been preformed, chapter 

two focuses on the context in which the study took place, chapter three looks at who the olim 

gadashim are, chapter four goes into their motivations for making Aliyah, chapter five is 

looks at the way olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah through looking at four main rites-

de-passages of Israeli society, chapter six is about the way olim gadashim act out their Aliyah 

and give meaning to it and in chapter seven I will present my general conclusions.  
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Framework 

Introduction 

When walking down the street in Tel Aviv chances are that every third person you hear 

speaking is not speaking the national Israeli language of Ivrit, or modern Hebrew. When 

sitting in a cafe, or walking along the promenade at the seaside you will hear French, Russian, 

English, Amharic, Spanish, Italian and Portuguese being spoken.  Israel is a multi-ethnic 

country, its inhabitants come from all corners of the world but they share one thing: Jewish 

heritage.  

Israel is a unique society being one of the few countries in the world that prides itself on being 

a settler society that still actively attracts new immigrants. These immigrants are called olim 

gadashim and most of them have come to Israel under the law of return, which allows 

anybody with direct Jewish heritage to live in Israel. Upon arrival the new immigrants receive 

citizenship; however they are not automatically accepted into society. 

In order to make Aliyah and to become full citizens the olim gadashim have to go through 

several ‘rites the passage’ before they are recognized as Israeli citizens and receive their 

Israeli passports. These rites-de-passage consist of the official process of applying for Aliyah, 

applying for benefits of Aliyah when in Israel, religious conversion for those not born to a 

Jewish mother, learning Hebrew in an official ‘Ulpan’ and army service for all those making 

Aliyah before the age of twenty-eight. 

Some of these rites-de-passage are imposed by the Israeli government and other official 

institutions, others are defined by the olim themselves. 

The government use rites-de-passage to ensure the full integration of the olim gadashim into 

Israeli society but the Israeli government does not ask them to give up their ‘original’ 

nationality and most olim thus hold dual citizenship. The Israeli government invests a 

substantial amount of money in the new immigrants, they are housed, receive free health care 

and a monthly stipend from the government.  Yet the government does not restrict them from 

leaving Israel if they decide that they no longer want to live there, even though the 

government looses their investment if an oleh decides to leave.  

The space that the government has appropriated for the olim to retain their own nationalities 

and associated practices, in comparison to many other immigrant countries, is rather large. 

However the olim also influence and change the space appropriated to them, filling and 

expending it to meet their needs and values. 
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The olim are in a constant conversation with Israeli society and its institutions over their place 

and role within society. Their role, and the space they occupy, is subject to constant change 

and conflict, giving them an interesting position in society.  

In this research I will approach Aliyah as a cloth made up of different fabrics. I want to 

explore the multiple meanings and layers of Aliyah amongst olim gadashim and how these are 

actively constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed using the constructivist theories as put 

forward by Bourdieu and Giddens. 

In order to do this I will look at the way olim gadashim themselves define and give colour to 

their Aliyah. I will go into some questions about immigration and national identity such as: 

how is their Aliyah related to the nation-state and nationalism? What roles do religion and 

militarism play in their Aliyah and how does their specific position in Israeli society influence 

the way they give colour to their immigration? 

I will start the first paragraph with an exploration of the concepts of the nation, the nation-

state, nationalism and national identity. When looking at nationalism I will especially focus 

on three theoretical approaches to nationalism: primordialism, constructivism and 

instrumentalism. I will round off the first paragraph by clarifying the interrelatedness of 

nationalism, the nation-state and identity, as this is important to understanding how olim 

gadashim form a sense of national identity. In the second paragraph I will look at some of the 

means nations have to diffuse national identity, and which rites-de-passage the new migrants 

go through. Whereby I will focus in particular on the process of making Aliyah; learning 

Hebrew in an Ulpan and doing military service.  Whereby I will approach the rite-de-passage 

as a sort of societal test that the olim feel they need to pass in order to ‘belong’ in society; 

these test are both defined by the olim as well as ‘imposed’ by the government or society. 

Central to this paragraph will be how the above named functions as a rite-de-passage into 

society and how they influence the immigrant’s perception of their immigration and their 

position in society. This paragraph will try to show how the rites-de-passage have two 

dimensions; firstly it will look at the way that olim gadashim experience certain transitions in 

society and secondly it will be shown how these transitions can be analysed using the concept 

of the rites-de-passage. 

In the third paragraph I will look at the role that religion plays in the creation of national 

identity and nationalism, as well as how it function as a motivator to migrate to Israel. I will 

shortly introduce the concept of Zionism and go further into the role of Zionism and Judaism 

in immigration and in the creation of a Jewish/Israeli national identity. This subject requires 
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further investigation because it is vital to understanding immigration in its contemporary form 

in Israel. 

In the last paragraph I will explain what making Aliyah entails and I will introduce the 

phenomenon of olim gadashim. Giving an overview of the different types of olim gadashim in 

Israel, focusing on the group central to my research: recent olim gadashim from Western 

countries and South America who have spend less than three years in Israel. 

 

1. Anthropology and the Nation-State 

Since its inception anthropology has mainly focused on local communities, with a bias toward 

‘the study of the remote others’ (Anderson 1994:117). Since the nation-state has become a more 

common organizational structure for many societies the focus on the study of local 

communities shifted: ‘a majority of researchers now study complex ‘unbounded’ systems 

rather than supposedly isolated communities’ (Anderson 1994:118). This paragraph will 

introduce three such ‘unbound systems’: the nation-state, nationalism and national identity, 

providing an overview of the academic debate concerning their genesis, definition and 

interrelatedness. 

The Nation 

From its onset anthropology saw the nation as a solid cultural unit based on common descent 

and history. The nation was rigid, static and the ties between it and its people were seen as 

real and connected through ancestry and history.  This primordialist view of nations changed, 

mainly because anthropologists started to reject the notion that ‘there is equivalence between 

race, a culture, a society, and an ethnic group’ (Danforth 1995: 13). The detachment of the 

nation from ancient and mythical roots made way for new approaches to the study of the 

nation. Two main approaches stand out: one with a focus on the nation from a political and 

economic viewpoint and the other with a non-political social focus. 

According to the economical-political approach a nation is ‘a political unit made up of 

anonymous members’ (Gellner 1977: 36) who perceive themselves as sharing ‘one high 

culture’ (Gellner 1977:36) with certain economical or political goals. The main analytical focus 

of the economical-political approach lies with how nations organize their ‘high cultures’ to 

become conducive to their economic and political needs and desires. 

The second approach focuses on the social aspects of nations, it is concerned with ‘the force 

and persistence’ (Eriksen 2010:120) of nations as units of identification. It wants to understand 

why and how people create nations through social processes. One of its main representatives 

has defined the nation as ‘an imagined political community- and imagined as both inherently 
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limited and sovereign’ (Anderson 1989:6).  Meaning that nations come into being and are 

maintained not because people share certain attributes that make them belong together but 

because they perceive to share certain attributes, this perceived ‘sameness’ forms the basis of 

their community. 

The definitions given by the different approaches focus on different aspects but they share 

some components. Both focus on the nation as a social and cultural construct created by 

independent human agents. Both approaches also agree that ‘although nations tend to imagine 

themselves as old, they are modern’ (Eriksen 2010:122). And thirdly both approaches realize 

that questions about nations invariably lead to questions about states. 

States and Nation-States 

We live in an era in which the nation is often portrayed as being the equivalent of the state: 

but this is a flawed assumption. There are many nations, think only of the Tamils in Sri 

Lanka, the Kurds in Turkey or the Palestinians in Israel, who do not have states. The 

difference between a nation and a state is that ‘a nation is, or perhaps more accurately, claims 

to be a culturally homogenous social group’ (Danforth 1995:13). A state is a legal and political 

organization with a monopoly on violence and taxation that has ‘the power to require 

obedience and loyalty from its citizens’ (Seton-Watson 1977:1). But is it the nation that makes 

the state or the state that makes the nation?  

Academic opinions on this classical chicken-and-egg debate are divided. Some authors 

believe that ‘it is the state that makes the nation and not the other way around’ (Hobsbawm 

1990:18). Others believe that before a state can be created the nation must create ‘an imagined 

community’ (Anderson 1983:34).  The answer to this question is that it is a combination of 

both: ‘the state clearly participates in the process of building the nation, but the nation, as an 

ideal and a reality, plays an equally important part in the process of creating the state’ 

(Danforth 1995:18). Nation-states are a combination of an imagined nationhood and ‘of careful 

state-building policies (…) in order to diffuse and strengthen a sense of nationhood’ 

(Kymlicka, Straelhe 1999:73). 
The nation and the state are clearly different entities but the one cannot be understood without 

the other, as they are both influenced by an ideology that proclaims ‘that political boundaries 

should be coterminous with cultural boundaries’ (Eriksen 2010:131). This ideology is 

nationalism. 
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Nationalism 

Nationalism, like the nation-state, has only recently become a topic of interest for 

anthropologists. It was initially defined in primordialist terms: nationalism was seen as the 

ideological basis of a cultural bond between groups of people ‘based on distinctive ethnic 

histories, ethnic myths and territorial associations stemming in many cases from deep-rooted 

pre-modern cultural and ethnic ties’ (Smith 1996:577). Nationalism was seen as the natural link 

that tied together the nation and the individual, in the form of a one-way relationship, 

whereby history and ancestry determined belonging to a certain culture and group.  

During the development of anthropology as an academic field, especially after the publication 

of the book by Barth (1969), these primordialist views proved difficult to uphold and 

anthropologists started to look in new directions to explaining nationalism. 

One of which was the constructivism theory: constructivists see nationalism as linked to the 

upsurge of the modern industrialized society and the nation-state. Nationalism, according to 

them, is the result of the need for standardization during the industrial revolution. In order for 

people to be willing to work in factories, in an anonymous mass-production system, a 

common culture needed to be created that would ensure that people would ‘relate to the total 

society directly (…) rather than belonging first of all to one of its sub-groups’ (Gellner 

1997:28). The constructivists did not perceive nationalism as rooted in ‘ancient history’ but 

rather as a ‘construction’ created to meet certain economic and political goals. Their views on 

nationalism are tightly linked to their views on the nation-state: the nation-state can only exist 

when there is ‘similarity of culture’ (Gellner 1977:26). This similarity of culture is only 

attainable when there is also an ideology, such as nationalism, present in society conducive to 

creating it. The constructivist approach, however, is scarcely able to answer questions about 

nationalism in non-industrialized countries or questions about popular support of nationalism. 

A third school of thought on nationalism developed in an attempt to formulate answers to 

these questions: instrumentalism. Instrumentalism focuses on the strategic aspect of social 

organization and interaction. Instrumentalism, unlike constructivism, sees nationalism as a 

two-way dialogue between the nation-state and its people. To instrumentalists nationalism is 

tool that can be used strategically, both by individuals and the nation-state, to reach their 

goals. 

Taking into account the different views and definitions of nationalism, it can best be defined 

as an ideology imbued with powerful symbols aimed at creating cultural and social cohesion. 

Its main strength is that it ‘provides individuals with security and a sense of perceived 

stability’ (Eriksen 2010: 126).  Through nationalism people have been able to create societies in 
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which ‘even though the members of the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, (…) in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion’ (Anderson 1989:6). 

In relation to the nation-state, nationalism can be seen as the ideology that aims ‘to create a 

territorially bounded political unit, a state, out of a homogenous cultural community, a nation’ 

(Danforth 1995:14). The most important aspect that is found in all schools of thought on 

nationalism is its relation to the nation-state and its (political) function as provider of security, 

identity and belonging to a group. But how does nationalism take shape on a personal level? 

National Identity 

In the literature nationalism is often portrayed as a virus, capable of spreading through the 

whole society with ease. But this is not (always) true: ‘the successful diffusing of a common 

national identity is, in many countries, a contingent and vulnerable accomplishment—and 

ongoing process, not an achieved fact’ (Kymlicka, Straelhe 1999:73). Nation-states have to 

make a conscious effort to spread their version of nationalism through out society; they need 

to engage actively in instilling nationalism. 

Nationalism is tightly related to the nation-state as it provides people, as a group, with a mode 

of identification and a sense of belonging to a nation-state. But nationalism also operates at 

the level of ‘personal identification’ (Eriksen 2010:126) taking shape in a personal sense of 

national identity. 

National identity has several dimensions: it has an ascriptive dimension made up of the 

characteristics ascribed by others unto a person. Nation-states ascribe people with certain 

characteristics often rooted in ‘genealogy and presumed descent ties (…) such as vernacular 

languages, custom and tradition’ (Smith 1991:12). This ascriptive part of national identity is 

based on the idea that membership of a certain nation-state implies all members are imbued 

with certain ‘natural’ characteristics. 

Next to the ascriptive dimension national identity has a situational dimension: the way people 

perceive their national identity is based on their placement in time and space. It is also 

contingent on relational factors: ‘national identities are constituted in relation to others; the 

very idea of the nation presupposes that there are other nations, or at least other peoples, who 

are not members or the nation’ (Eriksen 2010: 134). National identity also has discursive and 

personal dimensions formed through a continuous internal and external discussion between a 

person’s own beliefs on nationalism and the various nationalistic beliefs held in society.  

A person’s national identity is made up by a combination of these different dimensions; it is 

the product of constant internal personal and external social negotiations. It can even be said 
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that ‘just as nations are largely imagined communities (…) so too is individual identity’ (Stern 

2003: 156). Identity is not a given attribute; rather it is created by individuals, changing 

throughout their lives. Their identity is created through the groups, religions, political 

ideology, nation-states they identify with. The extent to which nationalism, as propagated by 

the nation-states, becomes an important ‘identifier’ for a person’s national identity is largely 

dependent on the space and means individuals have to negotiate with the nation-state.  It also 

depends on the availability of alternative options for identification and on the ability of the 

nation-states to ‘diffuse’ nationalism and national identity amongst its people.  

They have various channels available to ‘diffuse’ nationalism and national identity, several of 

which will be the focal point of the second paragraph. 

 

1.2 Diffusing National Identity: rites-de-passages 

The term ‘rite-de-passage’ was coined in 1909 by van Gennep, a French anthropologist who 

noticed that certain passings from one stage in life to another are celebrated in many societies. 

According to him these passings, or rites-de-passages, shared several important features; a 

period of segregation from previous way of life (preliminary phase); a period of time in which 

a person is in a state of transition from one status to another (liminial phase) and the period of 

time in which a person is reintroduction into society with the freshly acquired new social 

status (post-liminal phase) (van Gennep, 1909). These rites-de-passage are visible in many parts 

of society, also with immigration and national identity.  

Using rites-de-passage as a means to analyse aspects of society is not without discussion, 

some authors argue that rites-de-passages and other rituals should not be used for this because 

‘rituals (…) have declined in their significance’ (Maruna 2011:5). 

National identity, like the nation-state, is a construction based on the imagined link between 

‘a particular identity and an “objective culture’’ (Eriksen 2010:121). This imagined link does 

not materialize by itself; nation-states have certain measures at their disposal ‘to bring about a 

greater coincidence of nation and state’ (Kymlicka; Straelhe 1999:66). States have several ways 

in which to achieve this ‘greater coincidence’ many of which entail rites-de-passages that new 

immigrants have to pass.  In this paragraph I want to look at several of these rites-de-passages 

that nation-state’s can use to ‘diffuse’ their version of nationalism and national identity such 

as mandatory army service. 

As mentioned before, the rites-de-passage that the olim have to go through in order to become 

full citizens are not only defined by the government but also by themselves. Two important 
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examples of such self-defined rites-de-passages are the immigration process itself and 

learning the language. 

Immigration  

Immigration is currently a much studied topic by anthropologists; this however has not 

always been the case: it was mainly during the beginning years of the Manchester school, 

around the 1930’s, that immigration became central to anthropologic research. Later on 

around the 1970’s there was shift from the immigration process to post-immigration countries 

whereby special focus was put on ‘the discipline's burgeoning interest in ethnicity’ (Vertovec 

2007: 962). 
Around the 1990’s another shift in the focus of the field of anthropology became apparent, the 

world was globalizing and cultures and places become more interconnected and closer to each 

other. For the anthropological study of immigration this meant an increasing emphasize on the 

study of transnationalism and multiculturalism. But there was also an increased focus on the 

borders of exclusion and inclusion into society and the rite-de-passage that immigrants needed 

to pass in order to be accepted in their ‘new’ homes. 

These rites-de-passage vary from country to country and from place to place, so much 

literature has been written about the specific types of rites-de-passage in different places. 

Little attention however is paid to the process of immigration as a rite-de-passage itself. This 

is can be tied back to the fact that most literature that is focused on immigration approaches it 

with the premises that immigrants are a problem (Espiritu 2003:6) and much of the literature 

sees the immigration process not as a part of becoming a member of society but rather as the 

precursor to this. 

Not all immigration literature however sees immigration as such: ‘the immigration process 

and the way in which immigration categories are developed and immigrants assigned to them 

(…) is an integral component of the study of immigration. This interplay between agency and 

structure is at the core of the analysis (…)’ (Giddens 2006: 621). The importance of the 

interplay between agency and structure in this process are in line with Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice (1977) that holds that the actions of social groups cannot be explained as a 

composition of individual behaviours, but rather as actions that incorporate influences from 

existing structures such as cultures and traditions. Individuals are influenced by the structures 

they reside in, whilst at the same time their presence influences the structures. Bourdieu uses 

three main concepts in his theory of practice: field, capital and habitus. Applied to the 

immigration process these could be described as follows: the field refers to all the institution, 

authorities and activities that are related to immigration, whereby these entities are not 
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constant or static but subject to changes due to the practices of individuals. Capital refers to 

the power and position a migrant has which he can use to improve his situation or that can be 

exchange for services or goods. For example a migrant who speaks the language of his new 

host country has considerably more capital than a migrant who does not. 

The third concept that Bourdieu (1977) uses in his theory of practice is habitus, habitus to the 

collection of knowledge of ‘the proper way to act’ an individual accumulates when living in a 

particular society. It refers to methods of speech, of body-language, and other forms of know-

how an individual has about the way to go about things in a particular setting or field, 

enabling him/ her to act naturally. 

Language, in its pragmatics not in its (grammatical) structure, is an important part of habitus, 

in particular the way to use language, which ways of speaking are appropriate at what time, 

how to intonate etcetera. Language skills are not in-born and need to be obtained; acquiring 

language skills in a language other than the native language can also be seen as a rite-de-

passage, as the next paragraph will attempt to show.  

Language Skills 

Nation-states have several tools to diffuse nationalism and national identity such as: 

‘standardization of language, the creation of national labour markets (…) and compulsory 

schooling’ (Eriksen 2010: 125). Central to the lives of new immigrants is acquiring the 

language and the language skills. The difference between the two can be explained as the 

difference between Bourdieu’s capital and habitus. It is particularly language as capital sense 

that nation-states spread their form of nationalism to new immigrants, because the initial 

acquirement of language is often regulated by the state. Examples of this can be found 

globally, from Canada to Denmark governments have made language skills an obligatory part 

of the citizenships test that immigrants have to pass. In most cases the governments will offer 

language courses to the immigrants. These language courses have multiple functions, firstly 

they are aimed at the acquirement of the language and secondly they provide a way for the 

government to spread their nationalistic ideology through the school-curriculum.  Attaining 

language skills (through government regulated schools) is a rite-de-passage because 

immigrants themselves define speaking the language as an important skill needed to integrate 

into society; they feel that society expects them to demonstrate a minimum knowledge of the 

language and a basic knowledge of values held central in that particular society. Learning the 

language can thus be seen as a double rite-de-passage; on the one hand many countries oblige 

their new immigrants to take language courses and even when this is not the case immigrants 

feel they need to learn the language in order to be fully accepted into society. Learning the 
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language does not merely refer to learning the vocabulary and the grammatical structure. 

When referring to language as habitus it means knowing the way language is used; it is about 

knowing which vocabulary to use where; how to use slang; how to time and choose words; it 

is about knowing how to ‘practice’ language. 

Mandatory Military Service 

Military service is often a feature of nation-states where conflict and the military play a 

central role in organizing society. In many nation-states military service is not only a way for 

the state to spread a nationalistic sentiment; it can be seen as a rite-of-passage necessary to 

obtain full membership of a nation-state, including access to certain rights or social positions.  

Mandatory military service can have a great influence on national identity: ‘the socialization 

(…) in basic training guarantees that the nationalistic and militaristic ideas imparted to the 

soldiers spreads throughout society’ (Lutz 2002: 725). Mandatory military service thus 

guarantees that the dominant nationalistic values of a nation-state are spread through all layers 

of society. In societies where military service is a collective experience the boundaries 

between the civilian and the military spheres can become blurred. This creates a situation in 

which ‘preparation for war and war-making overlap with all the processes of state- and 

society building’ (Kimmerling 2005: 227), creating a society in which military service as a 

practice, but also as an ideology, becomes central to nationalism and national identity.  

But what exactly does it mean when society is structured by militarism? Militarism shares 

attitudinal and ideological components with nationalism: people believe in ‘sameness’ and act 

on the basis of this presumed sameness. Both in the case of nationalism and militarism, this 

presumed ‘sameness’ is accompanied by a narrative of shared culture, histories, goals and the 

need to protect the community.  

Questions about national identity and belonging are exceptionally well answered by 

militarism; it provides strong group identification. It supports ‘the notion that struggle and 

conflict give life meaning (…) and it forms associations to commemorate and glorify struggle 

of old wars (and prepare for new ones)’ (Skjelsbaek 1973: 221). Militarism thus turns struggle, 

conflict, war and hardship into a mechanism for building national identity and strengthening 

groups. 

The particular rite-de-passages that exist in certain societies are a tell-tale for the values that 

are central to the conception of national identity and what is expected of new immigrants. In 

the next paragraph I will take a first step toward addressing these values in the case of Israel. 
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1.3 Zionism and Judaism  

‘As long as deep in the hearts, the soul of a Jew yearns, and forward to the East, to Zion, an 

eye looks. Our hope will not be lost, the hope of two thousand years, to be a free nation in our 

land. The land of Zion and Jerusalem.’ 

 

These are the first eight line of Israel’s national anthem HaTikvah (the Hope), the national 

anthem reveals something about the importance of both Judaism and Zionism to 

understanding nationalism in Israel. But before going into these specific topics I will 

introduce some general theory of the role of religion in nationalism. 

Religion, Nationalism and Immigration 

In the Western world nationalism has ‘from the time it emerged in the eighteenth century as a 

product of European Enlightenment Values (…) assumed a distinctly anti-religious (…) 

posture’ (Juergensmeyer 2000:228). This view of nationalism excludes religion as being of 

influence on nationalism. But in many societies in which ‘citizenship is not an expression of 

individual rights (…) but of membership in a homogenous descent group’ (Shafir & Peled 

2002: 6) religion does play a part in nationalism and in immigration. 

As mentioned before, nationalism ‘is an ideology which proclaims that the Gemeinschaft (…) 

can survive through a concern with roots and cultural continuity’ (Eriksen 2010: 129). In many 

countries this nationalistic ideology is rooted in religion: it is often the myths and ‘illusions of 

religion providing the ties that bind people together’ (Juergensmeyer 2000: 228). It is on the 

basis of this ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1994:117) that people can be motivated migrate 

to a certain country, expecting to reunited with their ‘religious brothers and sisters’. 

Nationalism uses religious symbols and narratives to fortify nationalistic sentiments that can 

stimulate immigration: ‘nationalism lays claims to symbols which have great importance for 

people, and argues that these symbols represent the nation-state’ (Eriksen 2010:129). 

Nationalism co-opts certain religious rituals and narratives and provides them with a 

nationalistic flavor. The nationalistic discourse is fraught with strong religious symbols and 

‘ancient’ histories such as biblical stories on the special bond between a people and God or 

religious belonging to certain territories. In the discourse aimed at convincing people to 

migrate these images are used no just to create ‘an imagined community’ but to create a 

‘sacred imagined community’. Especially the connection between religion and belonging to a 

land or nation-state is tied in with immigration. The discourse thus glorifies religion and 

makes it into a motivational force for immigration.  
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As I have tried to show, religion plays an important role in immigration to certain societies 

but in order to understand immigration in its contemporary form in Israel it is necessary to 

look at the influence of Judaism and Zionism, Israel’s ‘secular religion’. 

Zionism, Judaism and Immigration 

If we approach the nation-state of Israel as a ‘group of people that claim to be a culturally 

homogenous social group’ (Danforth 1995:13) than Zionism should be seen as the ideology 

from which they derive a sense of belonging. Because initially it was Zionism, not Judaism, 

that ‘transmuted the dispersed Jewish communities into a territorialized sovereign nation, and 

eventually into a nation-state, in Eretz-Israel/Palestine’ (Ram 2008: 63). 

But what exactly is Zionism?  ‘Zionism’ comes from ‘Zion’, one of the Hebrew Bible’s 

names for Jerusalem. During the 1890s ‘Zionism’ began to be used as a designation for 

certain activities aimed at encouraging Jews from different parts of the world to settle close to 

Jerusalem’ (Engel 2009:1).  Their goal had always been to ‘legitimize the idea of the 

establishment of a Jewish state in the in the Land of Israel (Zion) and secondly to unite all 

Jews in the achievement of this goal’ (Zemlinskaya 2008:17). In order to understand 

immigration to Israel it is necessary to take into account the importance of the creation of a 

state and the possession of certain territories. Zionism is rooted in the idea that the Jewish 

people ‘belong’ to the land of Israel and that all efforts should be put toward ensuring that the 

land of Israel remains in the hands of the Jewish population. 

The aim of Zionism was not only to unite the Jewish people as a nation but also to create ‘a 

Jewish nation-state’ (Kimmerling 2001:41, emphasis mine). In order to reach this goal Zionism 

needs immigrants to come to Israel.  

The Zionist movement has ‘redefined its mission three times, in 1951, 1968 and 2004. In the 

latest redefinition it dedicated itself to ‘strengthen Israel as a Jewish, Zionist (…) state’ (Engel 

2009:1 emphasis mine).  From the latest mission statement of the Zionist movement it becomes 

clear that Zionism and Judaism are more entangled than has been suggested so far and that, of 

recently, Judaism has begun to play a more important role.  Although Zionism ‘in the 

twentieth century was largely defined with secular ideologies—liberalism and socialism, 

through the mid-century it started to move ‘‘back to the fold’’ of Judaism’ (Ram 2008: 58). 

Three moments in history can account for the strengthening between Judaism and 

immigration to Israel:  

The first is the Holocaust: ‘The absorption in Israel of Holocaust survivors since 1945 had a 

long term impact on the shaping of Israeli ethos (…) The imprint of the Holocaust contributed 

toward the gradual ‘‘Jewishization’’ of Israeli identity since the 1950’s’ (Ram 2008: 65). 
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The second is the massive influx of Jewish immigrants from Moslem countries, who ‘had not 

been cultivated in the Zionist hothouse’ (Ram 2008: 65), which lead to an increasing 

percentage of Israeli citizens without (strong) ties to Zionism. The common denominator of 

Israel’s imagined community therefore began to shift from Zionism to Judaism; making 

immigration more attractive to those Jewish people who had therefore rejected immigration to 

Israel because they perceived it to be a Zionistic and not a Judaic country. 

A third ‘moment’ in history that can be seen as having enforced the necessity of immigration 

to Israel is the Israel-Palestine conflict. The conflict reinvigorated religious fervour because 

only via Judaism could the Israelis claim ‘that the land is theirs by right (and not by plight)’ 

(Ram 2008: 67). Judaism provided ‘the biblical promise of Eretz Israel, the land of Israel, to 

God’s chosen people. This makes the concept of land a key component to (…) Jews’ (Stern 

2003:92) and explains the emphasize on the importance of Jewish immigration, or Aliyah, to 

Israel. 

 

1.4 Making Aliyah to Israel: the ingathering of Exiles 

A central law in Israel is the ‘Law of return’ that allows for all people of Jewish decent to 

‘return’ to Israel, this law shows the undeniable importance of Aliyah to Israel.  In this 

paragraph I will look at what making Aliyah means for both the new migrants and the state 

and I will go into specific group of ‘olim gadashim’ (new migrants) central to my research.  

Aliyah and the law of return 

On the fifth of July 1950, two years after Israel had won the Independence war, the Israeli 

government passed the ‘Law of return’. This law states that everyone who is Jewish, has a 

Jewish father or grandparents, is converted to Judaism or is married to a Jew can come to 

Israel; and receive automatic citizenship with both active and passive voting rights. 

The importance of migrants coming to Israel cannot be understated, examples of its 

importance can be found in the size of the monetary budget that the government sets aside 

every year for the costs of supporting the ‘olim gadashim’ in their initial years in Israel.  

However in the last couple of years some mayor changes have taken place in Israel that have 

lead to a decline in the number of people making Aliyah to Israel. Firstly the increased 

violence and suicide attacks in Israel by Palestinian terrorists, secondly the increased criticism 

on Israel by the international community and thirdly the increased resistance of Israel’s most 

conservative political parties against the law of return, as it allows people who are not Jewish 

according to the religious guidelines to live in Israel.  
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Despite these difficulties about 20,5% of the population growth in Israel in 2010 was 

accounted for by ´olim gadashim’ (CBS Israel 2010) and their numbers seem to be increasing. 

The majority of these olim move to the big towns of Israel and about 1,7 % of them take up 

residency in Tel Aviv. 

For the state Aliyah means allocating resources in order to draw more people to Israel. This is 

done by increasing the activities of Jewish agencies across the globe as well as offering extra 

benefits to the new immigrants. These benefits come in the shape of a monthly stipend, free 

health care, Hebrew classes, discounts on mayor purchases and tax-reductions in the first 

couple of years of residency in Israel. For the new migrants Aliyah signifies the start of a new 

life in a new country with a different people and a different alphabet. However, what makes 

immigration to Israel special is that the migrants already of a connection to the country 

(because of Judaism) before they actually arrive there. Although the olim share their 

‘Jewishness’ on every other aspect they are different, they have different nationalities, 

ethnicities, ages, professional backgrounds etcetera.  

Olim Gadashim  

As mentioned before the focus of this research is on olim gadashim, Jewish migrants who 

come to live in Israel.  The olim are a large and diverse group, they differ in age, nationality, 

educational, religious and Zionistic background. What they share, and what enables them to 

migrate to Israel with relative ease is their Jewishness.  

As has been shown in the last paragraphs the olim gadashim hold a very special position in 

Israeli society, they are seen as essential to the state´s aim of maintaining the Jewish character 

of the of Israel as well as being a harbour of safety for Jews from all over the world.  

However, this status does not mean that they get an easy or free entry ticket into society, 

especially those olim under the age of twenty-eight are expected to participate in one of the 

country’s most important rites-de-passage: military service. People making Aliyah under the 

age of twenty-eight are expected, just as their Israeli peers, to serve in the Israeli National 

Defence Force (IDF).  

For those over the age of 28, as mentioned in the paragraphs above, other rites-de-passage 

exists. Some of these rites-de-passages are formal ones, created by the government; others are 

defined by the olim themselves.  One of these ‘self-defined rites-de-passage’ is learning how 

to read, write and speak Hebrew. In order to ensure that all new migrants are able to integrate 

into society as quick as possible the government offers them a five- month language course.  

This language course however as has been mentioned is not only designed in order to transfer 
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to the olim knowledge of the Hebrew language, it is also a tool used by the government to 

instil in the olim a sense of Israeli nationalism. 

As has been mentioned before, when individuals build a sense of national identity this is not 

based solely on the nationalistic values held central by their nation-state. This formation of 

national identity is influenced by relational and personal factors and takes place through a 

discursive process whereby an individual engages an internal and external debate with society 

about the make up of national identity.  

In this research project I want look at how the above-mentioned processes take form amongst 

olim gadashim whereby I will particularly pay attention to the way they perceive their 

immigration. I also want to look at how they see their Aliyah in the light of Zionistic, Judean 

and militaristic tradition of Israeli society, looking at what building blocks they use to give 

meaning and content to their Aliyah. 

In summation; the methodological strategy behind this research consists of looking at the 

process of Aliyah as a series of rite-de-passages, describe and analysed from a constructivist 

perspective as presented by Bourdieu and Giddens. This same perspective is use to describe 

and analyse the nation-state as it receives the olim gadashim. The constructivist approach will 

also be used to describe the way olim gadashim negotiate their Aliyah and integration into the 

nation-state of Israel. 
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2. Context 
A settler society 

Ever since Abrahamic times the land of Israel has been colonized, settled, lost, won, resettled 

and lost again by many different people many different times. It has always been viewed by 

the Jews as their religious heartland and has in different periods of time also been ruled as 

such. I will focus on the more current history in order to create a picture of the historic and 

political framework from which to view the current situation in Israel.  

Between 1917 and 1948 the land that is now called Israel was under British Mandate, who 

controlled the day-to-day running of the country. Even though the British government in 1917 

signed the Balfour Declaration stating that ‘His Majesty's Government view with favour the 

establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best 

endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object’ (BBC News, 2001) the British still 

restricted Jewish immigration to the land of Israel because of the tensions between the 

Palestinian Muslim population and the new Jewish settlers. 

However between 1924 and 1930 about 90 thousand Jews from Eastern Europe fled their 

countries that were becoming increasingly anti-Semitic, joining the 80 thousand Jews that 

were already living in Palestine under British Mandate. By 1939 this number had risen to 

about 450 thousand Jews who wanted to escape the tension building in Europe much to the 

disgruntlement of the local Muslim population. After the Second World War the British had 

to deal with a large influx of Jewish immigrants, many of whom were survivors of the 

Holocaust. In 1947 the United Nations drafted a resolution that would partition the land into a 

Jewish and an Arab part, and that would facilitate the withdrawal of the British from Israel. 

This resolution however was never implemented because in 1948 war erupted between the 

Arab and Jewish community in Palestine. This war was won by the Jewish community and on 

the 14 of May 1948 the independent state of Israel was declared and one of the first things the 

government did was secure the future of the state of Israel as inherently Jewish. This was 

done by arranging the workweek around the traditional Shabbat days; insuring restaurants and 

supermarkets would sell kosher products; and ensuring the right of every Jew in the world to 

return to Israel. 
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The table added below shows an overview of the immigration waves to Israel based on the 

region that immigrants came from and the time-period in which they made Aliyah (CBS 

Israel). 
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(Website Central Bureau of Statistics Israel) 
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Israel and the Arab Spring 

Before being able to create a picture of the specific context of Tel Aviv and Ulpan Gordon 

within which the majority of my research has taken place it is adamant to look at the situation 

in the region of the Middle East during the period in which the research was done. 

The period from January 2011 onwards is now commonly referred to as the time of ‘The Arab 

Spring’ referring to a string of revolutions that started in Tunis and Egypt which at the time of 

writing was gradually reaching Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, Israel’s direct neighbours. The fall 

of Egyptian president Mubarak generated praise for the Egyptians from people around the 

world. However Israel was less than pleased about this development because ever since 

Mubarak became president in 1981, Egypt and Israel were in peace. The fall of Mubarak for 

the Israeli signified the end of peaceful relations with one of their most important, loyal and 

few allies in the region. The revolutions in the Middle East also sparked a fear for the 

possibility of a Third Intifada in Israel. Great uproar was heard around the creation of a ‘Third 

Intifada Facebook group’, which called for the Palestinian people to fight the Israeli and end 

the occupation. 

In this same time-period between February and May two other events greatly influenced 

Israel. The first being ‘the Itamar Murders’; on the 11th of March a family of five living in the 

settlement of Itamar in the Occupied Territories were murdered; father and mother, two sons 

(age 11 and 4) and a daughter (3 months) were stabbed to death. The Israeli press and 

government, without hesitation, classified the murder as a Palestinian terrorist attack. 

The second event was the explosion of a bomb at the main bus station of Jerusalem, killing 

one person and wounding thirty. The bomb was tied in a plastic bag to a garbage bin near the 

bus stop for the bus to ‘HaHomar’ a settlement in the outskirts of Jerusalem. Both attacks 

have so far not been solved but they did leave a mark on the general atmosphere in Israel, 

reigniting fear and hatred toward the Palestinians. Both incidents were used to reaffirm the 

government’s position vis-à-vis the Palestinians, arguing that the peace process could not 

move forward as long as the Palestinians would attack Israeli civilians and as long as Hamas 

would rule Gaza. 
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Aliyah to Tel Aviv 

When olim come to Israel they have the option of settling down in many different regions and 

cities. They can choose the nature and tranquillity of the kibbutz life in the upper Galilee 

region, the religious hustle and bustle of Jerusalem, the extreme settler’s life in an illegal 

settlement in the Westbank or the cosmopolite life of Tel Aviv. Their choice is obviously 

restricted by housing availability, work opportunities and their own budget; however other 

considerations also play a part in the way olim choose a location to take up residency. 

In the recent literature on Aliyah and the locations were olim settle down two distinct trends 

are visible, firstly research has shown that the olim tend to settle down in areas that they 

already have a network (Amit & Riss 2007) and increasingly a move to the country side is 

visible where housing is more attractive and affordable (Portnov 1998). 

The olim who are central to this research seem to be the exception to the rule as making 

Aliyah and moving to Tel Aviv for most olim means living far away from Israeli family, 

living costly and not necessarily having many economic opportunities. This anomaly can be 

in part explained by the unique position of Tel Aviv in comparison to the rest of Israel. Tel 

Aviv is a very secular city (for Israeli standards) examples of which are plentiful; on Shabbat 

restaurants and bars in most of the country are closed, in Tel Aviv they are packed, Friday is 

one of their busiest nights; during Pesah when officially the consummation of wheat products 

is forbidden most restaurants in Tel Aviv will continue to serve bread and pasta; where many 

places require a modest clothing style in Tel Aviv less-is-more seems to be the ruling fashion 

statement. Tel Aviv is often referred to as ‘HaBuah’2 because of its distinct ‘otherness’ in 

comparison to the rest of the country' (Mitnick 2009). Like the olim the researcher also has the 

option of choosing a site of research. Choosing to do research in Tel Aviv in my case is tied in 

with the fact that I had already spend some months in Israel prior to this research. Whereby I 

had noticed the uniqueness of Tel Aviv and Tel Avivits within Israel, this aroused my 

curiosity and led me to wonder about what it was about Tel Aviv that drew people to the city.  

According to Portnov (1998) the heterogeneity of the population is a crucial consideration for 

understanding immigration behaviour; translated to the olim gadashim this would mean that 

those olim who choose to come to Tel Aviv do this under the assumption that they will find 

like-mined people there. Whether the unique position of Tel Aviv or the like-mindedness of 

its inhabitants truly plays a role in the Aliyah process of olim gadashim is one of the issues I 

mean to address in this thesis. 

                                                
2 The Bubble, referring to Tel Aviv’s distinct otherness 
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Ulpan Gordon 

When the olim make Aliyah to Israel the government offers them the opportunity to spend 

five months studying Hebrew in an Ulpan, an official state-run Hebrew school. These 

Ulpanim are set up all through the country, it is possible to learn Hebrew in kibbutzim in the 

countryside and in all mayor Israel cities. Tel Aviv has several Ulpanim, the most famous of 

which are the Tel Aviv University Ulpan, Ulpan Deganya and Ulpan Gordon. The Tel Aviv 

University offers Hebrew courses twice a year, in summer and in winter spanning a maximum 

of seven weeks. It offers its course only to students who are studying at the Tel Aviv 

University or who are registered at a university abroad. Ulpan Deganya’s focus is on tourists, 

elderly and new immigrants and especially immigrants who have come to convert or marry an 

Israeli. Ulpan Gordon’s focus lies with new immigrants and tourists, offering special 

intensive courses for new immigrants in which not only the Hebrew language but also a 

multitude of aspects of Israeli life, politics, religion and traditions are addressed.  

Ulpan Gordon is the largest Ulpan in the country with over 1500 students, it offers both night 

and day classes for Hebrew speakers of all different levels. Most of the respondents in this 

research attend or have attended Ulpan Gordon and the researcher has attended one of the 

classes of Ulpan Gordon over a period of two months in order to do participant observation. 

The class that the researcher attended was a class especially created for olim gadashim: Kita 

Aleph Intensive. 

Kita Aleph Intensive was a class set up especially for new immigrants with a very limited 

knowledge of the Hebrew language. Within the five months of the program the goal was for 

the olim to have basic writing, reading and speaking skills. 

The class consisted of roughly twenty-three students, although its number and composition 

changed throughout the research period as people would join or leave the class for various 

reasons. Lesson’s officially lasted from 8.15 until 12.45 with two breaks in between. The 

material treated in class differs from reading and writing exercises to speaking and presenting. 

The texts that were read or written dealt with different topics all aimed at instructing the olim 

about different aspects of life in Israel. 
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Methods and Population 

From February 21st until April 25th I have done research in Tel Aviv, Israel mainly in and 

around Hebrew language school ‘Ulpan Gordon’. 

The population that I have studied was mainly made up of new immigrants currently studying 

at Ulpan Gordon or recently having studied there. I choose this particular group because 

during the initial exploration of the field, informal conversations and participant observations 

with and amongst the olim lead me to see that there is a big difference between olim who are 

still in the beginning stages of their Aliyah and those who are already more settled in. My 

interest in olim gadashim in the beginning stages of their Aliyah also lead to set a strict ‘cut-

off’ boundary as which olim do and do not qualify to partake in this research. The ‘cut-off’ 

boundary was set at currently studying or recently having studied at an Ulpan and having 

been in Israel for less than three years. I have chosen this focus because the differences 

between their culture and Israeli culture at this stage is more manifest, allowing me to observe 

how they give meaning and content to both their Aliyah whilst dealing with settling in a 

foreign country. 

As to their national background, I have focused on olim from Western countries and South 

America. Initially my focus lay with Western olim but as the research progressed I started to 

see the added value of interviewing olim from South-American countries in order to get a 

comparative perspective between first, second and third-world countries. 

I have tried to create a balance between men and women, South American and Western, olim 

under and over twenty-eight and converted and born Jews.  Many other distinctions could 

have been made but for the pool of informants I had access to these seemed to be the most 

logical distinctions.  

This research is based on explorative qualitative data gathering methods. I mainly used 

participant observations, casual conversation, (semi) structured interviews and focus groups to 

gather data regarding the research question. Whenever possible the (semi) structured 

interviews were done in the respondents native language, when this was not an option the 

interview would be held in English as for many olim English was still the preferred language 

over Hebrew. Next to interviewing the olim gadashim I have also spoken to immigration 

officials of the Ministry of Absorption, Ulpan employees and ‘native Israeli’ about making 

Aliyah. Next to the more traditional data gathered from interviews, casual conversation and 

participant observation I have also studied the ‘virtual life’ of the olim gadashim. This virtual 

life was available to main mainly in the form of Facebook and a Facebook community page 

for all the students in Kita Aleph. This data provides an extra view into the lives of the olim as 
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well as community formation amongst them. Next to the virtual texts I have also analysed the 

texts and assignments given in class, whereby I have specifically focused on how these texts 

relate back to the day-to-day lives of the olim and what the message of the Ulpan to the olim 

is. 
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3. Na’im me’od: Meeting Olim Gadashim 

 

‘I feel like I am loosing my identity; I used to always be able to identify who I was. If you 

would ask me I would be able to give you an answer in clearly framed terms; I am Jewish, I 

am Dutch, I am religious etcetera. But now I can only define myself in negative terms: not-

Dutch, no longer religious and not-quite Israeli. And only being able to describe yourself in 

negatives terms is a very scary.’ (Interview with Boppe, 08-03-2011, translation mine) 

 

This excerpt from an interview with a Dutch oleh shows how identities are fluent; identity is 

not a given attribute; it is created and recreated by individuals through internal and external 

negotiations. Immigration can have a profound effect on the way people identify themselves 

because the structures in which they find themselves have changed; ‘back in the States I had a 

lot of power, I had been to good colleges, I had a well paying job as a lawyer, here I have 

none of that status.’ (Interview met Levin 01.03). Immigration can influence both the internal 

and external identification processes of immigrants, in order to understand the way they give 

content and meaning to their immigration it is essential to look at the way olim gadashim 

identify themselves. 

Considering the special nature of immigration to Israel, which from here on end will be 

referred to as ‘Aliyah’, there are several specific areas of identity that will be discussed; 

ethnicity, religious identity, Zionistic identity, nationality and professional identity. The 

choice for these specific areas is based on terms used by the olim. 

 In this chapter I want to show how olim identify themselves in terms of the above named 

aspects of their identity, whereby I will look at which particular aspects they emphasize and 

how this is related to the ‘value’ of these particular identities in terms of social and cultural 

capital. 

 

An ethnic Jew? 

All of the olim in this research are Jewish, either by birth or by conversion later on in life. 

Some olim come from religious backgrounds, others have not been raised practicing their 

belief: one of the informants told me ‘I know I am Jewish because my mother mentions it 

sometimes but other than that we never went to synagogue and I have never done a bar 

mitzvah’. Raised religious or not, being Jewish is very central to the olim’s definition of the 

self; they see it as one of their core identities and much of their decision to come to Israel is 

based on their (perceived) Jewish ancestry. 
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The importance of Judaism became especially apparent during a poll held in Ulpan: the Ulpan 

teacher asked who was religious, who believes that the State of Israel should be a Jewish 

state, who observed tradition etcetera. At that time there were 23 people in the classroom of 

which 21 answered yes to the questions above, one person answered no and one person 

abstained from voting (myself). When I asked some of the olim about their answers they told 

me that to them Judaism is much more than a faith: it is an ethnic group. This aspect of 

Judaism was emphasized by one olah who said that ‘I was born Jewish, it is an aspect of me 

that is God-given, I can’t opt-out of being Jewish’. Another oleh said: ‘Jewish is not just a 

faith, we are a race, a people that belong together on the basis of our blood’. The olim thus 

approach being Jewish as a fundamental unchangeable aspect of their identity, not unlike their 

gender or age: ‘regardless if you practice or not if you are born to Jewish parents you are 

Jewish’ another oleh mentioned. 

Even olim who have converted to Judaism see it as a rigid and unchangeable aspect of their 

identity, one converted oleh explained this to me by saying that ‘Yeah I guess I could leave if 

I wanted to, but it is not like Christianity where you can step in and out of a church, Judaism 

is a commitment, it is who you are’. Reasons stating their ‘Jewishness’ in racial or ethnic 

terms can be seen as a way to build the foundations of a network; if we are all of the same 

‘creed’ we should stick together and protect the territory we belief is ours, in this case Israel. 

Eriksen (2010) refers to people who perceive to be a collectivity as an ‘ethnic community, this 

kind of collectivity has, in addition to ethnic networks and shared political organisation, a 

territory with more or less permanent physical boundaries’ (2010: 51) According to the same 

other this kind of ethnic view on communities has several appeals: it offers answers to ‘the 

perennial problems of life: the questions of origin, destiny and ultimately, the meaning of life 

(…) and it is an instrument for competition over scarce resources (…)’ (2010: 53). 

A colourful example of how olim gadashim view their religion as central to their ethnicity 

was given by informant Mini: during a casual conversation with Mini she mentioned that in 

the States she was not accepted by the Jewish community on the basis of her skin colour: 

‘because of my Ethiopian descent people did not accept me as Jewish, and I was really tired 

of having to proof myself all the time, which is one of the reasons I moved to Israel’.  

Mini mentioned that in Israel people still noticed her skin colour but that it is not viewed as a 

trait that excludes her from being Jewish ‘here people look at me and just think that I am 

African or Yemenite, they don’t question whether I am Jewish or not’. This particular 

example shows a phenomenon that seems to hold for the larger population of olim gadashim 

in this research namely that ‘ethnicity can be defined as a social identity (based on contact 
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vis-à-vis others) characterized by metaphoric or fictive kinship’ (Eriksen 2010: 17). In the case 

of Israel this kinship is based on religion, Judaism overrules all other (ethnicity) markers, or 

so it seems at first sight. A second look reveals that although ethnicity is often defined in 

Judaic terms there is much discussion about who does and who does not ‘belong’ to Judaism.  

According to the law of return, which allows Jews to make Aliyah, everyone who might have 

fallen under the Nazi Nuremburg Laws can immigrate to Israel. The underlying logic of 

which is that anybody who had suffered persecution as a Jew should be a Jew in the eyes of 

the Jewish state (Kimmerling, 2001). Who is Jewish is thus not based on the classic theological 

definition of Judaism; this means that a substantial proportion of the people who make Aliyah 

are not Jewish according to the Halacha, the Jewish religious laws. 

The difference between these definitions of what it means to be Jewish is a battleground over 

meaning and belonging. These struggles play out on a national scale, between the nation’s 

most-known rabbi’s and the state but also on a personal level. For example whilst discussing 

his return to the United States for the wedding of his best friend Shalom said: ‘My friend who 

is about to get married always says that he is half Jewish because his dad is Jewish and that 

really gets to me. You can’t be half Jewish, either you are or you are not and that’s it.’ 

Another example of this can be found in the attitude of ‘born Jews’ toward converted Jews. 

Although both have equal rights to make Aliyah in many cases the ‘born Jews’ do not regard 

the converted Jews as their equals in terms of ethnicity; ‘we are a people, a bloodline that has 

gone back for over 5000 years, you can’t just wake up one day and decide you want to be 

Jewish’ one ‘born Jewish’ oleh told me. 

Whether defined as Jewish or not the converted olim all emphasized their ‘Jewishness’. An 

interesting example of this came to light when several of the converted olim I had spoken too, 

who had no family connections to Judaism whatsoever, said that they would lie about this to 

others: ‘sometimes I just say that I converted because my dad was Jewish, I just don’t always 

feel like going into the hassle of having to explain my decision. I feel that people judge me for 

it’ one converted oleh said. More important than who is and who is not ‘ethnically’ Jewish is 

the fact that all olim recognize the value of emphasizing their ‘Jewishness’, their collective 

identity in order to be accepted in society.  

This collective identity can be seen as both a common 'symbolic space’ for the state and the 

actors of civil society, but also ‘as the ‘battlefield’ between the state, the society and the 

different components of the civil society. These tensions stem in a great measure from the 

emphasis of some aspects over others (such as primordial vs. civic ingredients) of collective 

identity’ (Kimmerling 1993: 401) like being born into Judaism vs. converting to Judaism. 
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The emphasize olim put on their ‘Jewishness’ can be explained when ‘being Jewish’ is 

viewed as more than an identity, but as ‘social capital’. According to Bourdieu (1997: 135) 

social capital is ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition’. Translated to the olim this means that being recognized as 

Jewish also means being able to enter networks and get access to resources.  

However, this statement does by no means try to imply that the olim solely emphasize their 

‘Jewishness’ as a tool to achieve a certain goal. Their Jewish identity (in most cases) had been 

formed long before coming to Israel but it was only in Israel that it became (more) 

important/valuable in terms of social and cultural capital. 

 

Religion and Zionism: an imagined community 

In the previous paragraph a substantial amount of the religious identity of the olim gadashim 

has been discussed, mainly in reference to ethnicity. The olim however, also mention religion 

in other senses, mainly in relation to the social and cultural performances of Judaism. As 

mentioned in the contextual chapter the olim who immigrate and settle down in Tel Aviv 

comprise a special subset of olim that can be characterized by their relatively secular views on 

Judaism, their relatively high level of education and their urban backgrounds. 

Although all of the olim in this research have mentioned their ‘Jewishness’ and their belief in 

a Greater Being, they also approach their religion as an ‘imagined community’ 

(Anderson1991:14) Paraphrasing an American olah: ‘Judaism is made up of several 

components, there is the religious component of living according to the Torah but to me this 

is not the most important aspect of Judaism. To me the most important is belonging to a 

community that is made up of people like me’. This view of religion is compatible with the 

theory of Anderson (1991) who states that ‘the great sacral cultures (…) incorporated 

conceptions of immense communities’ (1991:12). Community is central to the self-definition 

of the olim in terms of their religious identity; community and religion are inextricably 

connected. The psychical land of Israel also plays an important role in the (religious) self-

identification of olim gadashim: it is related to the fact that the olim feel that, even though 

they have lived a large part of their lives outside of Israel in the diaspora, they still connect 

their primary identity to ‘their ancestral country’ (Eriksen 2010: 186). As one Danish informant 

said: ‘It [Israel] is still the only place in the world where Jews can feel safe. I mean we could 

go to all these places but this really is the only place were I can feel safe as a Jew.’ In order to 

understand this statement it has to be deconstructed and situated: many olim feel they hold a 
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marginal position, on the basis of their Jewishness, in their country of birth. Their Jewish 

social and cultural capital was of ‘low-value’ in those particular countries. In some cases their 

particular position in society would even be the basis for discrimination and anti-Semitism. 

Coming to Israel meant being able, with the same cultural and social capital, to invert this 

situation. Whereby being Jewish meant a reversal of this situation in terms of cultural and 

social capital. Another possible explanation for the importance of the land of Israel to the 

immigrant’s religious identity is found in the what being in Israel can offer them in terms of 

knowledge on Judaism and other cultural capital: ‘It is just easier to understand Judaism here 

[Israel], I see a lot of people understanding their religion and I hope that some of that will rub 

of on me’ (Interview with Shalom 23.03).  

As has been discussed in the theoretical framework, in the case of Israel it is impossible to 

look at religion without looking at Zionism: ‘I don’t think you will be able to find a single 

oleh who is not Zionistic, even those who say they are not Zionistic really are. I mean if you 

are not Zionistic why would you come to Israel in the first place?’ one English olah said.  

As with Judaism olim ‘hold’ different degrees of Zionism, some have participated in the 

Zionistic youth movements whilst others have little to none experience with it. All olim 

however recognize that they are in some way Zionists, as they perceive Zionism to be the 

movement that encourages Jewish immigration to Israel. Their immigration to them is 

inherently a Zionistic act. 

In conclusion it can be stated that the way olim gadashim identify themselves in terms of 

Judaism is related to several factors, firstly there is the advantage this gives them in getting 

access to certain resources. Secondly this paragraph has attempted to display how the 

emphasize on the religious aspect of their identity is tied in with their conception of Zionsim 

and the land of Israel, both as a (religious) imagined community that can ‘provide’ cultural 

capital and as a physical safe-haven.  

 

Baguettes and Berets  

As mentioned in the first paragraph of this chapter Judaism seems to play a central role in the 

way olim gadashim identify themselves. Indeed it seems to be one of the most important 

markers of their identity, overruling or incorporating other markers such as ethnicity and 

nationality. But further investigation into the topic of identity and the way olim gadashim 

emphasized certain aspects of their identity revealed that they also stress ‘their own’ 

nationality versus the Israeli nationality. In the literature often a distinction between 

nationality and national identity is made, whereby the first pertains to the bureaucratic and 
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state-regulated identity and the second to the dialectic process of the individual with its 

surroundings. In this research nationality and national identity will be used interchangeable 

because in the case of Israel it becomes very complicated to clearly demarcate the distinction 

between the two, especially in the case of the olim who often have multiple nationalities and 

national identities.  

The importance nationality has to an individual oleh or olah varies, although three main 

trends can be distinguished: some olim see their nationality as an obstacle for them to 

integrate into society. An example of which was given to me via the following incident that 

happened during a casual conversation with informant M.C.: whilst crossing Rothschild 

avenue, one of Tel Aviv’s central streets a motorcycle parks straight across the crossroad, 

blocking our way as we cross in the green light. M.C. tells him that that this is not normal 

behaviour and asks him to move. ‘You know this is how I know I am an American. There are 

just some things here I will never get used to, like what just happened with that guy’. 

Other olim see their nationality as something to be proud of, as one French olah told me: ‘I 

don’t show much pride in being French, I mean I don’t walk around wearing a beret and 

carrying a baguette under my arm. But I would still prefer being French to being Israeli any 

day’. Part of this could be explained by the fact that the view that olim hold many stereotypes 

toward the Israeli. The olim perceive them to be rude, unmannered and uncultured outbackers. 

As Eriksen (2010: 29) mentions: ‘stereotypes need not refer to a social reality, and they do not 

necessarily give accurate hints of what people actually do’. In order to understand why olim 

hold such stereotypes and why they hold pride in their own nationality, sometimes becoming 

more nationalistic after having immigrated, we need to look at several explanations for why 

people hold stereotypes. Firstly stereotypes provide a simple way to make sense out of a 

complicated social universe. Secondly ‘stereotypes can justify privileges and differences in 

access to a society’s resources. Or, (…) alleviate feelings of powerlessness and resignation; 

they can be seen as the symbolic revenge (…)’. (Eriksen 2010:30). 

A third group takes the pride they hold in their ‘own’ nationality one step further by 

emphasizing it in order to achieve certain goals, whereby they make a distinction between 

being Israeli and being Jewish, further elaboration on this will be done in chapter six.  

Whatever the value they attach to it, nationality is a central concept for olim when they are 

talking about their identity. It offers them the opportunity to present themselves distinctly 

different from the ‘native Israeli’, and create a niche for themselves on the basis of their 

‘otherness’. Yet at the same time they identify themselves as ‘the other’ because society 

ascribes them with this ‘otherness’. An example of this ascription was given by informant 
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Chaiah, during an interview in a busy restaurant informant she mentioned constantly gets 

recognized as not-being Israeli: ‘I walk into a restaurant and straight away they give me an 

English menu, obviously it is easy for them to spot me as an English person. Which is funny 

because it just makes me think ‘what did I do wrong, is it something I am wearing?’ (Interview 

with Chaiah 20.04). The different ways that olim deal with their ‘own’ nationality and their 

new Israeli nationality will be elaborately discussed in chapter six and community formation 

amongst olim will be revisited in chapter seven. 

 

I was not always a loser like this 

Apart from their nationalities the olim also mentioned their educational and professional 

backgrounds as being a building block of their identity. Most olim in this study are fairly 

highly educated, all have finished high school and the majority have finished university and 

have backgrounds in law, industrial design, medicine or business. The high level of education 

can for a large part be explained by the fact that making Aliyah is a costly endeavour. Those 

olim who are highly educated are more likely collect the money required to immigrate. Apart 

from the economic aspect of educational and professional backgrounds, another possible 

reason for the value that olim attach to their professional background can be found in their 

inability to access the positions and jobs they held in their ‘own’ countries. The way they 

emphasize their educational and professional background can be seen as their confrontation 

with into the boundaries of their possibilities within the structure of Israeli society. It can also 

be seen as an act of agency by which the olim express their intent to change these boundaries 

and climb the societal ladder.  

As mentioned in the introduction to this paragraph immigration changes people’s status with 

in society, they become baby-sitters instead of industrial designers. This shift can have a great 

impact on the way people identify themselves because their jobs, education and general status 

within society, from which they derive a part of their identity, changes.  

This impact is particularly noticeable amongst olim in this research because the majority of 

them come from countries where they ‘scored high’ in terms of social and cultural capital. 

And even those olim who did not have resources, education and networks still held the 

habitus of their home-countries/cultures. In Israel the olim have to restart learning and 

acquiring capital and habitus, they have to (re)start all the way at the bottom of the ladder. 

Which is not always an easy process or as one American oleh bluntly stated about his 

unemployment: ‘I did not always used to be a looser like this’.  

 



Aliyah and the Ingathering of Exiles: Jewish immigration to Israel  

 38 

Conclusion 

The last two paragraphs of this chapter focus on the nationality, educational and professional 

background of the olim. Nationality is important to the olim because it gives them the 

opportunity to create a niche for themselves within society and because it often forms the 

bedrock of community formation amongst olim. Educational and professional backgrounds 

are important for the way olim define themselves because their Aliyah to Israel has changed 

their power position in society. By emphasizing the power positions they had in their ‘own’ 

countries or stressing their high-level of education they show their capability to climb the 

societal ladder as well as demonstrating their intent to do so. By giving an overview of how 

olim gadashim identify themselves this chapter aims to come one step closer to understanding 

the way they give content and meaning to their Aliyah. 

This chapter has tried to show why a complex and intricate mix of ethnicity, religious 

identity, Zionistic identity, nationality and professional identity is important to the olim. 

Whereby special attention has been paid to the fact that their religious, Zionistic, national, 

educational and professional identities are important to the olim because they (are perceived 

to) give access to cultural and social capital. Secondly attention is paid to the emphasize they 

put on religion when they define who they are, this emphasize is related to their conception of 

Zionism and the land of Israel, which they see as an (imagined) community that can provide 

them cultural capital and a safe-haven. 

This chapter also serves as the foundation for chapter four which focuses on the motivations 

of olim for making Aliyah, where an attempt will be made to show how these motivations are 

interwoven with the way the olim define themselves. The importance of identity will be 

revisited in chapter five where emphasize will lie on the way that olim give content to their 

Aliyah, which is often influenced by the conflict between their self-definition and the ascribed 

identity given to them by society. 
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4. Motivations for Aliyah: Good and Bad reasons 
‘They kiss your ass, they jerk you off and than you get here and than the support finishes. It is 

peanuts what they give us, and the state is not loosing any money on me. It is like fucking the 

high-school quarterback. You get wined-and-dined and after you sleep with him he is putting 

on his pants and leaving and probably never calling you again. And all these ideas you had 

about sleeping with the quarterback are not true.’ (Interview with Levin 14.03) 

 

This analogy refers to the way that the Jewish agency treats olim after they have made Aliyah 

to Israel. During the interviews with different informant the lack of support from the Jewish 

agency and the state of Israel was a reoccurring theme. This disgruntlement about the 

treatment the olim received came forth from a disparity between the motivations and 

expectations of the olim and the reality in Israel when it came to reception and treatment of 

olim. 

How come the reception in Israel is so different from what the olim expected? And how are 

these (unmet) expectations tied in with the motivations the olim have for making Aliyah? This 

chapter will highlight three main themes in regards to the olim’s motivation for making 

Aliyah in the form of three narratives. The narratives will focus on the following themes: 

Judaism, Zionism and personal objectives. This chapter intends to show how the motivations 

for making Aliyah are based in pull factors towards Israel and push factors away from the 

‘home’ country whereby the olim will be approached as both ‘calculating economic agents, 

weighing the benefits and costs of migrating’ (Espiritu 2003:35) and individuals with 

personal needs and wants that can run counter to their economic calculations. This chapter 

will try to unearth how the motivations for making Aliyah seem to involve a combination of 

structural, economical and personal motivations. The last part of this chapter will be dedicated 

to giving an overview of the immigration procedure. 

 

Judaism: you are going to hell if.. 

Judaism plays a central role in the olim’s decision to make Aliyah, which is not surprising 

considering the fact that only someone who is Jewish can come to Israel under the law of 

return. A reoccurring theme, as has been shown in chapter three, when it comes to Judaism 

and Israel, is a sense of belonging to the land of Israel felt by the olim. In chapter two the 

importance of Aliyah and being in Israel was mainly linked to Zionism but it also has roots in 
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Judaism. Making Aliyah can be seen as an important part of Judaism, as the Torah readings 

for 'Matot-masei' (numbers 30:2-36:13) reads: 

 

    ְוהֹוַרְׁשֶּתם ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ִויַׁשְבֶּתם ָּבּה ּכ'                                             

 לֶכם נַָתִּתי ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ָלֶרֶׁשת     
 

Translate this reads: ‘You shall clear out the Land and settle in it, for I have given you the 

Land to occupy it.’ Meaning there is a mitzvah (commandment) in the Torah to live and settle 

in the land of Israel. The way Judaism plays a role in the individual motivations of the olim 

varies but all express the importance of living in a country that caters to ‘the Jewish needs’. In 

Israel the workweek is organized around Shabbat, making Friday and Saturday into the days 

of the weekend, also all mayor supermarkets and most big restaurants are kosher, all 

traditional Jewish holy-days are holidays and life in general is organized around the main 

pillars of the Jewish faith. Many olim have expressed that centrality of Judaism in daily life in 

Israel was an important motivator for them to make Aliyah, as the following narrative will 

highlight; 

 

Shalom, an American oleh: 

What lead up to my decision to make Aliyah? Several things I guess, of which religion was an 

important one. As a teenager I went to a Jewish high school, only after fifth grade they asked 

me not to come back because I was ‘too critical’. So the next year I went to a different high 

school, a ‘normal’ one. People there really gave me shit about being Jewish, I don’t want to 

say this out loud because it sounds bad but they would tell me stuff like ‘you are going to hell 

for not accepting Jesus’. At first I was okay with it but after a couple of months of them 

repeating this, it was just not so nice anymore. I mean there are a lot of crazy religious 

people in America; it really is a Christian country. I remember one day seeing a guy holding 

up this sign printed in bold that said: ‘You are going to Hell if:’ followed by a whole list of 

things, including being Jewish. Growing up in this environment just left me very confused, 

you know I did not know if my religion was the right religion, I wondered if my soul was 

damned. I was just a very confused kid. Then about ten years ago I did this program where 

you would go to an Israeli high school for two months and just learn about Judaism. I had a 

great teacher, he was not religious at all and just tried to give us what he said was the 

historical facts and than he would let us figure it out for ourselves. The last night we were in 
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Jerusalem and we were at the Cotel [the Wailing Wall], everybody doing their thing and then 

we had this reflection moment. Some people said that the program really had not helped them 

at all. I said that for me it was very good because I had gotten a better understanding of what 

Judaism was and that Israel had really helped me to become at ease with my own faith. I 

remember thanking my teacher and telling him that I knew he thought I would not be back but 

that I was sure I would be.  And here I am. 

But it was not easy to come here, I mean most Jews in the States are very comfortable, you 

have to have a pretty strong belief system, you really have to be determined to do something if 

you want to come here. I mean coming here really meant giving up a lot: all my friends and 

family are in the States; I actually left two groups of friends behind. Then coming here could 

mean potentially the same situation that I make a group of friends and then I have to leave 

them again. It is not at all an easy thing to do; it is probably the most difficult thing to do. 

And you know I try to keep in touch but it is not easy. And I did really give up the American 

life-style by coming here: I mean the US is just very comfortable; you can have a nice 

decadent lifestyle there. And anyone can have it; even if you don’t make a lot of money you 

can still life very comfortably. But in the end it is better for me to be here, because it is just 

easier to understand Judaism here. 

 

The macro-context that Shalom sketches is one of not belonging in the United States because 

of its Christian foundation. Immigrating to Israel became compelling because it offered him 

the opportunity to live in a country that had its foundation in his faith, Judaism. However this 

macro-structural context ‘however important does not determine or shape specific migration 

responses’ (Espiritu 2003: 43). As the second half of the narrative shows other aspects also 

influence the motivations of olim to immigrate to Israel whereby they carefully weigh the 

advantages and disadvantages of making this step.  

When it comes to the role of Judaism in the motivations for making Aliyah a difference 

between the Jewish-born immigrants and the Jewish-converted immigrants becomes visible: 

the olim who converted to Judaism view making Aliyah as an important part of finalizing 

their conversion. As an oleh from the States told me ‘for me making Aliyah was the final 

piece of the puzzle in my conversion, now I felt I had done everything to be a good Jew. The 

olim who are born into Judaism approach their Aliyah more as a right, as one olah explained 

to me ‘if all else fails, as a Jew you can always go to Israel and give it a go there.’ This 

approach leaves them more frustrated about being in Israel because once they get here they 
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notice that Israeli society is not awaiting them with open arms: ‘In the end, you get fucked 

over all the time. You might be Jewish but you are not Israeli. You are a stranger to them.’  

The narrative above appears to be a solid construction however the informant in this narrative 

also mentioned that he does not consider him to be a very religious guy; he mentioned being 

removed from (Jewish) high-school for being to critical towards his own faith. Yet at the 

same time he mentions Judaism as one of the main reasons for his immigration. What this 

shows is that the motivations of olim for making Aliyah are fraught with internal and 

fundamental contradictions. In order to fully understand the olim it is important to take into 

account the fact that their motivations can sometimes be internally contradicting each other. 

During the research process it became clear that the way that olim conceptualize their Aliyah 

can be seen as the way people build a house of cards. Each card is carefully placed on the 

next, creating a structure that is fragile, and when one card is take away the whole 

construction collapses. Such an incident happened when the researcher pointed out some of 

the internal contradictions in the motivations of one oleh. The result was rather disastrous; 

both for the rapport build with the informant as well as for the oleh ‘peace of mind’. When 

confronted with the internal contradictions the informant responded in a hostile way, denying 

the contradictions at first and when he realized this was rather difficult he started to cry. This 

reaction can be explained by looking at the role of uncertainty in the lives of the olim; 

although anthropologist recognize that ‘identities are not fixed or singular, but multiple 

overlapping and simultaneous’ (Espiritu 2006: 204) olim tend to approach their identity in a 

more ‘closed-system’ manner. Migrating to Israel and going through several rites-de-passage 

means entering the phase of liminality, in which the olim become structurally invisible 

because ‘they are at once no longer classified and not yet classified’ (Turner, 1967: 95–6).  

The olim recognize their ‘structural invisibleness’ and the uncertainties and (in some cases) 

chaos that the rites-de-passage can bring to their lives. Their response to these uncertainties is 

to try to reduce them wherever possible. One prominent aspect of their lives through which 

they can do this is their own internal ‘cardhouse of argumentation’ in which they create an 

internal line of argumentation that mitigates and reduces the uncertainties introduced by the 

outside world. 
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Zionism 

When leaving or entering Ben Gurion national airport olim gadashim, and other travellers to 

Israel, walk through a hall-way plastered with poster by the Keren Hayesod United Israel 

Appeal. These posters (see Annex I) provide an overview of nearly a century of Zionism and 

Aliyah. They also give insight into the importance of Zionism to making Aliyah, a concept 

that also plays an important role in the decision to make Aliyah for many olim, as the 

following narrative will demonstrate. 

 

Levin, an American oleh 

I think it is good for olim to come to Israel even if they leave after a couple of years, at least 

they will leave with a pro-Israel stance. Many Americans try it here but for some reason it 

does not work out, they face reality and go back, it is a sort of naive Zionism that brings them 

here. To me Zionism is about a sense of pride, understanding the existence of the Jewish state. 

Zionism is an important touchstone, a frame of reference for the Jews and because of that I 

feel that Jews should live here. But I also feel that it should be made easier to come and live 

here. Sometimes I feel that the Israeli don’t want to make the Aliyah process any easier and it 

is hard for olim to penetrate the Jewish establishment. Having no contacts and speaking no 

Hebrew makes it difficult to gain entrance into these places that are run by a few families.  

But then again this is hard anywhere.  

What is interesting though is that I see a difference between my Zionism and Zionism of the 

Israeli: I see Zionism as something for people outside of Israel. And most Israeli I know want 

to leave; they want to go to the States and get the things I had. In their minds Zionism is great 

but eventually economic calculations win and the pay in Israel just stinks. In the States they 

could make 200.000 dollars or 80.000 with doing a very simple job, here 80.000 is something 

to aspire too. The fact that I have come here having given up all that does say something 

about the sense of Zionism I have. But you also have to realize that Aliyah is a weird 

combination of Zionism and desperation. I met some Italians the other day who were making 

Aliyah and sure they are Jewish, sure they are Zionist, sure they love Israel but the fact that 

the economy in Italy is going down the drain is also a big aspect of it. I belief that Zionism 

plays a part in Aliyah but it can not be the sole motivator because if you are a 100% happy 

than you would not have to make Aliyah, it is always a combination of Zionism and 

desperation and pain. Sure you love Israel but it is a real hassle to do this. So are these 

people running towards something or away from something? There are good reasons and bad 

reasons to come here. 
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This narrative has two story-lines: it emphasizes the importance of Zionism in the decision to 

make Aliyah whilst at the same nuancing this importance by bringing in the economic aspects 

of the decision. As with the prior narrative it is shown that Aliyah motivations are never based 

solely on structures such as Zionism or Judaism but that the immigration motivations are 

intermingled with other reasons. It also shows that the identification processes and 

legitimization not only takes place between people but also within the individual. The reasons 

mentioned by Levin are based on economic calculations but have also introduced another set 

of important motivations for making Aliyah: personal motivations. 

 

Personal motivations 

The topics so far discussed have put an emphasize on the role of (macro)structures in the 

motivations of olim to make Aliyah.  However these motivations only show one side of the 

story because in order to understand the motivations of Aliyah it is vital to look at the 

personal motivations of olim. Or as Bourdieu holds ‘if one forgets that these objective 

structures are themselves the products of practices and are constantly reproduced and 

transformed by practices (…) then one is condemned to reduce the relationship between the 

different social agencies (…0 to the logical formula enabling any one of them to be derived 

from the any other’ (Bourdieu 1977: 83). Leading to a situation in which it is impossible to look 

at the dialectic relationship that exists between the structure and the individual.  
By looking at the way that olim incorporate rational and economic motivations to justify their 

motivations for making Aliyah is one way of intercepting the downfalls of the structural 

approach. However, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, people can not be seen 

as purely rational agents that make there decision based on gaining certain (economic) 

outcomes. In order to truly understand the dialectics that take place between olim and the 

structures in which they find themselves it is also important to look at their most personal and 

individual wants and needs for making Aliyah. This will be done through the third narrative. 

 

Paula, a Brazilian olah 

I made Aliyah because I wanted to change my life and I needed to do it now, I mean I am not 

that young anymore and life in Brazil seemed to be going at the same pace all the time. I 

never really thought about going to Israel but then a friend changed my mind by asking me 

what I had to loose.  And she had a point; I did not have any thing to loose, so in August I 

decided I would come to Israel and by December I was already here, foi muito rapido. 
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It is not always easy for me because I don’t have family here, or friends, I have nobody. But 

for me as a person it was a very important step to make because as a kid and a young adult I 

was very very scared, I had panic attacks for which I got medication. So for me coming here 

and living on my own meant overcoming all those fears. 

I did not come here to find someone to marry but it is nice to broaden my ‘horizontes’ and 

meet new people. Because although the Jewish community in Brazil is big there comes a point 

where everybody knows everybody and I wanted the opportunity to meet new friends, and 

maybe even boyfriends, but this was definitely not my principal motivation for coming here. 

The main reason why I made Aliyah is freedom, in Brazil I was always at home I was neither 

out-going nor going out and I wanted to change this. 

In Brazil people asked me why there, why Israel? Why don’t you go to Europe or the States? I 

told them that I wanted to go to Israel because I felt that Israel also wanted me to be here. 

And I am Jewish so they would help me pay the bills, the government would give me money, 

which other country would do such a thing? And this made a big difference for me. Many 

people asked me if I was not scared to come here because of the conflict, but for me being 

here is safer than living in Brazil. Yes, there is violence here but it is more contained, in 

Brazil the violence is daily and at any point you can just be robbed or assaulted.  

I feel safer here. 

There are so many new things that I had to force myself to do here, like learning Hebrew and 

English. And the fact that I am doing that makes me feel good about myself because even if I 

don’t stay here I will still have of learned so many things and gotten so many new points of 

view. Being here has really meant a lot of personal growth. (translation mine) 

 

This narrative comprehensively sums up some of the personal needs and wants that have been 

expressed by all olim in regards to their motivations for making Aliyah. It shows the 

importance of life style changes as many olim seem to have been unhappy or unsatisfied 

about their lives at ‘home’. As one informant said: ‘You have to be pretty unhappy to leave 

behind the comfortable life of the US and move to the chaos that is Israel’. 

For those olim coming from Latin America an important reason for making Aliyah seems to 

be this life-style upgrade. Many find that the educational, safety and work/salary situation in 

their home countries offer them fewer perspectives than those in Israel. To them coming to 

Israel means an upgrade (and not a ‘down-grade’ as for many olim from western countries) in 

job opportunities and life-style. Making Aliyah can also be a tool, an instrument, a way to a 

better life. 
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Paula’s narrative also briefly touches upon the subject of finding a partner in Israel, which 

seemed to be a very important reason for many olim to come to Israel. Several olim have 

mentioned that their Aliyah was also seated in their desire to find a suitable partner for 

marriage. For most olim this motivation plays an important role in their decision to migrate. 

They explain that the chances of finding this person are much bigger in a country where 

basically most people are Jewish. Their desire to this, they explain, stems from the need to 

spend a life with someone who is ‘culturally close’, as one of the respondents told me ‘I am 

not religious but I do want to marry a Jewish person, which is funny because I am not 

religious. And it was never something that interested me. Only after having been in several 

relations I noticed that I wanted to have that commonality with a person.’ 

Another personal motivation named was the importance of feeling a sense of belonging. The 

subject of belonging seems to play a central role in the olim’s decision to come to Israel, as 

mentioned before this belonging is sometimes rooted in Judaism or in Zionism whilst at other 

times it is independent of these structures. One French oleh told me that the actions of the 

French government, expelling the Roma’s, lead him to completely disassociate from his 

country: ‘I could not believe they could do that, after all what happened in the Second World 

War. And then you will see first it is the Roma’s, then the Arabs and guess who is next after 

that? Mais voilá, les juives. I did not want to live in a racist country like that.’ A Dutch oleh 

told me a similar story about how he felt that after having spent some time in Israel the 

atmosphere in Holland had changed making him no longer feel that he belonged there.  

The third narrative attempts to show that the motivations to immigrate are not always 

rationally or economically driven nor are they always influenced by larger structures, as the 

Paula herself mentioned ‘I did this for me not for Judaism or because of Zionism but for 

myself even though it meant leaving my friends, family and job.’ But the personal 

motivations, like the motivations related to the macrostructure of Israeli society, cannot be 

seen as standing upon themselves. From the narrative it can be gathered that what olim 

perceive to be individual motivations are interwoven with structural or economic motivations 

and vice versa. In order to further understand the way that olim gadashim give meaning and 

content to their Aliyah the remainder of this chapter will focus on the actual process of 

making Aliyah. 
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Making Aliyah: the procedure 

The procedure of making Aliyah as described below is based on a compilation of the 

information that the informants gave about this process in the interviews held. Although 

personal experiences vary, on average the description provided below represents the 

experience of the majority of the olim in this research.  

Making Aliyah is not an easy process and the preparations can take anywhere between three 

months up to two years. There are several options when it comes to making Aliyah: it can be 

made from an olim’s home country or from within Israel. The difference being that Aliyah 

from one’s home-country means that the Aliyah request is approved before coming to Israel, 

meaning that the olim have has less bureaucracy to deal with once in Israel. Another 

difference is that making Aliyah from ‘home’ often means making Aliyah with the help of an 

organization that cuts the red tape, for which of-course a fee has to be paid. When an oleh 

makes Aliyah from within Israel by changing their tourist visa into a residency visa the 

process contains seven mayor steps: first they have to call the Aliyah Service Center (ASC) or 

fill in an application online on the website of the Jewish agency upon which the agency will 

get into contact with Mizrad HaHapnim (Ministry of Interior affairs) and who will ask the 

new immigrants to fill in the following six forms: a questionnaire for the Ministry of Interior 

Population Registration, and Israeli ID (or Teudat Zehut), a health declaration, a declaration 

of national and religious records under the law of return, a deposition for the ministry of 

Interior Deposition and an application of Permanent Residency in Israel. 

The questionnaire asks to fill in basic family information such as personal details, address in 

names of parents, spouse and children as well as reason for applying for Aliyah, eligibility for 

applying for Aliyah, nationality and religion. 

The ID form requires the personal details of the applicant such as first and family names of 

person requesting the ID as well as the names of father, mother and grandfather. It also 

requires the Hebrew and English date of birth, as they have different calendars, country of 

birth, nationality, gender and marital status. The health declaration is a declaration that the 

oleh or olah requesting citizenship does not suffer from a mental disorder, drug and/or alcohol 

addiction, tuberculosis or has any other contracted disease that could jeopardize public health. 

The fourth form is the declaration of national and religious records under the law of return of 

which there are two different versions: four A and four B. Four A is meant for people who are 

making because they are the spouse, child, grandchild or spouse of a child or grandchild of a 

Jew, four B is meant for people born to a Jewish mother or converted to Judaism and are not a 

member of another religion. The fifth document is a deposition for the ministry of Interior 
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Deposition, which is deposition in which the new immigrant signs that he has understood his 

rights (see annex II). When the oleh has filled in these forms he receives A1 status, meaning 

that he is a temporary resident in Israel. In order to change the A1 status into oleh status they 

need to fill in the sixth form, the application of Permanent Residency in Israel, in which they 

apply for permanent residency. During step two the immigrant is allowed to change his 

first/family name if they wish to do so. When this step is completed the new immigrant has 

gone through the first two steps of the Aliyah procedure. 

The third step is to hand in six documents needed to verify the person’s background, religion 

and marital status. The required documents are: proof of Judaism, three passport photos, 

copies of the immigrants passport, a birth-certificate with apostille, marriage/divorce 

certificate with apostille and a criminal clearance certificate of good standing from country of 

origin. The proof of Judaism can come in the following forms: An original letter from the 

oleh’s congregational Rabbi on congregational letterhead, stating that they were born to a 

Jewish mother, or original marriage certificate from the Rabanut (if married in Israel). 

Converts who are making Aliyah need to bring the following documents as proof of their 

Judaism: a conversion certificate signed by three members of the Beit Din (Rabbinical Court) 

along with a letter describing the details of your conversion process and the dates when you 

started and completed your conversion, for those who converted abroad. New immigrants 

who have converted in Israel need to bring their conversion certificate (Teudat Hamara) from 

the rabbinical court. After sending these forms the fourth step is to schedule a meeting with 

the Ministry of Interior and the Jewish agency representatives, the fifth step is the actual 

meeting in which all the documents will be checked and cleared. When all the paperwork are 

in order and there are no further questions regarding the new immigrants Aliyah request he 

receives his her Israeli ID (Teudat Zehut). At this point the new immigrant will also receive a 

stamp in his passport that he has been granted the status of ‘oleh gadash’. From this date on 

the oleh gadash has three months to withdraw his request for Israeli citizenship. If for 

whatever reason the oleh decides to do this he will be given permanent residency, this is often 

done by new immigrants who come from countries that do not permit double nationality, such 

as the Netherlands. It provides them with a way to receive all oleh benefits with out losing 

their native nationality. The status of permanent resident carries the same privileges and 

obligations as citizenship, except for the right to vote in national elections, the right to run for 

public office, to carry an Israeli passport, and to be employed as a civil servant in certain jobs. 

The seventh and last step in the official process of making Aliyah involves making another 

appointment with the ministry of Immigrant Absorption (Misrad HaKlita) to receive the oleh 
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certificate (Teudat Oleh). The oleh certificate comes in the form of a small blue book that 

needs to be presented in order to receive the absorption basket (Sal Klita) which includes: six 

months of free health care, five months of Hebrew lessons at an Ulpan, a stipend of anywhere 

between 8 thousand and 30 thousand dollars (depending on the number of people in a family/ 

their ages) and general discount on large purchases such as cars or homes. Now that the 

immigrant is officially an oleh he is able to: open a bank-account on which to receive the 

stipend from the government, arrange membership at a health fund (Kupat Holim), arrange 

rent subsidy, exchange drivers license at the Department of Motor Vehicles (Misrad Harishui) 

and open a file at National Insurance (Bituach Leumi). 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has shown how the motivations of olim gadashim to make Aliyah are based on 

several, intertwined reasons. The olim gadashim immigrate for religious, Zionistic but also for 

personal reasons and their decision to immigrate is based on pull-factors towards Israel as 

well as factors pushing them out of their country of birth.  

Judaism, Zionism and personal motivations area important in the immigration decision of the 

olim gadashim, however these motivations never stand on themselves, they are interwoven 

amongst each other and with other influences such as economic and educational factors and 

opportunities. Furthermore immigration motivations are a combination of push- and pull 

factors; the olim mention that Israel has much to offer them in terms of concepts but that their 

unhappiness in their home-countries also influenced their immigration decision. 

The decision to immigrate is not straightforward; it is a difficult process whereby several 

motivations play a role at the same time, which can lead to internal contradictions in the 

argumentation of the olim. The existence and persistence of these internal contradictions can 

be explained by looking at the role that uncertainty plays in their lives. The olim mention 

being afraid of not knowing if they can stay in Israel because of the political situation in the 

region or because of their own financial situation; of not knowing if this was the right 

decision; of not knowing if they will be able to get out of their immigration what they want 

and need etcetera.  To ‘outbalance’ this constant uncertainty they conceptualize their Aliyah 

in ‘closed-system’ fashion, reducing the uncertainty they experience by overlooking the 

internal contradictions in their closed-system line of conceptualization. 

The remainder of the chapter has focused on the bureaucratic procedure of making Aliyah, 

which provides the necessary background information for chapter five. 
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5. You and You and You and Jew: Conceptualizing Aliyah 
‘Living between the old and the new, between homes, between languages, immigrants do not 

merely insert or incorporate themselves into exiting spaces (…); they also transform these 

spaces and create new ones (…)(Espiritu 2003:10). 

 

The previous two chapters can be seen as the base on which this chapter is build. Only with 

knowledge about who the olim gadashim are and what motivated them to make Aliyah can 

their particular conceptualization of Aliyah be understood. This chapter will look at the way 

olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah through the lens of four different rites-de-passage 

they go through when immigrating to Israel. Attention will be paid to the way olim gadashim 

change and create these rite-de-passages, constructing ‘new spaces’ within society for 

themselves. 

 

Rites-de-Passages 

In the theoretical framework a rite-de-passage has been defined as transition from one life 

phase to another one, whereby this transition is associated with a sort of ‘societal test’. 

Passing this ‘test’ is associated with a shift in the social position of the individual within 

society. 

As has been mentioned in the theoretical framework, rites-de-passage have several 

dimensions; firstly there is the social reality as experienced by the individual and secondly 

there is the interpretation of the anthropologist of this reality. This paragraph aims to provide 

an overview of both dimensions as visible in the case of this research. 

From the information that the olim provided about the procedure of making Aliyah four main 

rites-de-passage can be discerned; the official process of Aliyah, learning Hebrew in an 

official ‘Ulpan’, religious conversion for those not born to a Jewish mother and army service 

for all those making Aliyah before the age of twenty-nine. These rites-de-passages however 

are not rigid structures imposed by ‘others’ unto the olim, they are often based on ‘home-

made’ definitions of the olim of what it means to have made a successful Aliyah. Secondly, 

different olim go through different rites-de-passage and each of these rites-de-passage can be 

dissected into smaller aspects and conditions. The first two paragraphs will focus on rites-de-

passages that are held equally for all olim, namely the Aliyah procedure and the learning 

Hebrew. The last two paragraphs will focus on conversion and army service; rites-de-

passages that apply only to special sub-sets of olim. 
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Making Aliyah: mating and housing 

In chapter four a brief overview of the official procedure of making Aliyah has been given, 

these procedures make up a large part of the rite-de-passage of Aliyah. It is however not 

sufficient to say that if an oleh or olah has gone through all the bureaucratic procedures he or 

she has passed the rite-de-passage of making Aliyah.  

As one oleh mentioned: ‘the initial process is easy, as a Jew it is just so easy to come to Israel, 

under the law of return. All you have to do is just wave your hand and that is it. They have so 

many problems with the Arabs (i.e. the birth-rate of the Arab population) that they are 

basically like You and You and You and Jew. But then when you actually get here, things 

turn out to be quite different and all of a sudden all these things are expected from you’.  

In order to fully understand how the process of making Aliyah functions as a rite-de-passage 

it is important to look beyond the measures and standards set by the Israeli government and 

look at the self-defined requirements the olim hold for their Aliyah. As mentioned in the 

theoretical framework a rite-de-passage is made up of several phases; a preliminary phase; a 

liminal phase and the new phase. It is especially in the liminal phase that olim gadashim 

encounter many difficulties and set the standards for their own successful Aliyah.  

When the olim talk about their Aliyah process and what they need to achieve in order to have 

a successful Aliyah the following themes are important: finding an apartment, a job and a 

partner. Or in the words of a male oleh: ‘if I get a job I can get a real apartment and then I can 

look for someone on J-date [Jewish only dating website] but right now I can’t because I don’t 

have enough to offer yet. Yes, I can be funny and charming but at this moment I cannot 

provide for a woman and that is important.’  

This excerpt provides several windows on the conceptualization of Aliyah by olim; firstly it 

shows that olim come to Israel having certain objectives in the back of their minds. In this 

particular example the oleh in question is focused on finding a partner. For him successful 

Aliyah means having all the essentials to provide for a person, achieving this means having 

passed the rite-de-passage. But the question that follows is to what extent these objectives and 

practices are steered by the individual agent and to what extent they are products of the 

standards held by society? Bourdieu answers this question by stating that ‘practices can be 

accounted for only by relating the objective structure defining the social conditions of the 

production of the habitus that engendered them, to the conditions in which the habitus is 

operating (…)’ (1977:78). 

In the case of Israel an example of such an objective structure is Judaism; the way that olim 

gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah is interlinked with the motivations they have for making 
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Aliyah. These motivations in their turn are tied in with the given structures of Israeli society. 

An example of this was given by the same informant, who said that ‘being in Israel gives me 

the opportunity to be the best Jew I can be; Judaism has 613 ‘Mitzvot’ (commandments) and a 

large part of these can only be performed in Israel. Being in Israel automatically means that I 

am able to fulfil more of the ‘Mitzvot’ than would be possible anywhere else in the world.’ 

This particular example thus shows that (the structure of) Judaism plays an important role in 

the way olim conceptualize their Aliyah and that ‘being a good Jew’ is part of the rite-de-

passage of entering Israeli society. However the example of the 613 mitzvot and structure 

gives an incomplete picture because it implies that if olim adhere to rules or commandments 

given by a structure (such as religion) they can pass the rite-de-passages. However not all the 

aspects of the rite-de-passage are imposed by structures, some parts are created in a dialectic 

process between the structure and the individual. Creating a situation in which, by their own 

agency, olim set certain tests they perceive they need to pass in order to be part of society. An 

example of this can be seen in the way they approach the process of learning Hebrew in a 

state-run Ulpan. 

 

Ulpan: creating a rite-de-passage 

When olim gadashim make Aliyah to Israel the government offers them the opportunity to 

learn Hebrew for five months in a state-run program of their choosing. The stress in this 

sentence lies with ‘offers’ and ‘choosing’ because the program is not mandatory, olim are not 

required to learn Hebrew. However, it is strongly advised because of practical reasons such as 

the importance of the Hebrew language for finding a job or passing professional exams. 

Learning Hebrew is an interesting example of how olim gadashim can be part in creating the 

rite-de-passage that they perceive to be requirements for full acceptance into Israeli society. 

They perceive speaking Hebrew as a requirement set by society, a form of cultural capital 

without which certain positions within society will remain unattainable. As one English olah, 

who works as a doctor in a suburb of Tel Aviv said: ‘This [being able to communicate well in 

Hebrew] is very important to me, because in medicine a lot is based on trust and 

communication: if people don’t trust you they don’t tell you things. And the more they tell 

you the more you can help them; it is all about the subtlety of language. So I was scared that, 

because of the language, I would not be able to do my job properly’.  

At the same time Hebrew is not an absolute condition, many olim are very able to live and 

work in Israel without speaking more than basic Hebrew, as will be shown in chapter six. 

Learning Hebrew by going to an official Ulpan can be seen as a ‘self-inflicted’ rite-de-
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passage because, although the outside world does encourage and sometimes requires olim to 

speak Hebrew, it has not set out a particular way in which the olim should learn the language. 

As the owner of a beach-bar frequented often by the olim said: ‘I hire a lot of olim because 

they work hard and learn fast. When I hire them they need to speak at least some basic 

Hebrew but whether they learned that in a religious Yeshiva or in a local pub I don’t care.’  

The decision of the olim to attend an Ulpan and finish the five-month program can thus be 

seen as personal choice-turned-test. The interesting nature of the Ulpan as a rite-de-passage 

can also be seen in the way that olim refer to what the Ulpan means to them.  

When the olim talk about the Ulpan they mention not only their willingness to learn the 

language but also the importance of socializing; ‘I really love the Ulpan, it is one of the most 

sociably things I do’. In an interview with one of the teachers at Ulpan Gordon similar stress 

was put on the social aspect of the Ulpan. The following text is an excerpt from an interview 

with Morah, a veteran teacher at Ulpan Gordon: 

 

‘The Ulpan has other purposes besides being a place where olim learn Hebrew; the idea is 

that the Ulpan is the first home for the olim. We want to make them feel at home here in 

Israel. Which is getting harder seeing as the government is cutting our funds. . But as you 

yourself have seen in class sometimes I am a teacher, sometimes a mother sometimes a 

psychologist, sometimes an ‘I- don’t-know-what’. But to me this is more important, or maybe 

as important, as the olim learning the language. Because an Ulpan is not the same as a 

language school, it is more than that. To learn a language you can just go to a language 

school. But here we talk about Israel, about politics or well maybe not about politics but 

about the news and about what happens in Israel.’ 

 

The Ulpan can be seen as an important rite-de-passage in which, as the narrative of Morah 

shows, the creation of social networks and belonging plays an important role. The Ulpan 

gives the olim a place where they can experiment with creating ‘new spaces’ for themselves 

in society, changing the way they internalize the ‘rules’ of objective structure. In this new 

space the meaning and conceptualization of Aliyah is changed, whereby objective structures 

are seen for what they are: ‘products of historical practices that are constantly reproduced’ 

(Bourdieu 1977:83). The objective structures that the olim have internalized are re-evaluated 

and modified, changing not only the individual’s conception of Aliyah but also the terms in 

which Israel incorporates the olim gadashim into the nation. 
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Conversion 

‘Even them will I bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer: 

their burnt offerings and their sacrifices shall be accepted upon mine altar; for mine house 

shall be called an house of prayer for all people.’ (Isaiah 56:1-7 KJV.) 

 

This particular quote from the Hebrew bible refers to the way a Jew should deal with ‘the son 

of a stranger’ (i.e. a non-Jew) whereby the importance of letting the ‘son of a stranger’ pray in 

the Jewish temples is emphasized. This quote implies a very open attitude of Jews towards 

‘strangers’ entering their faith; this however is not (always) the case. Judaism is one of the 

few religions that does not encourage people to convert and that has a very elaborate and 

difficult conversion process. This however has not stopped several of the informants in this 

research from converting to Judaism. In order to get understand how these converted olim 

gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah this paragraph will give a summarized overview of the 

conversion process. The process of converting brings with it a unique set of rites-de-passage 

that greatly influences the way that converted olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah. 

When a person has decided to convert to Judaism the first step is to find a rabbi that will 

guide the conversion process. Within Judaism there are several streams, from ultra-orthodox 

to liberal, most converts choose an ‘in-between’ version because the ultra-orthodox rarely 

allow for converts, and very liberal streams are often not recognized by important Judaic 

institutions or the state of Israel. After a rabbi has been found, the potential convert has to 

explain why he wants to convert and show a willingness to study and change his lifestyle. 

When the rabbi is convinced of the convert’s sincere intention the process of studying the 

Jewish religion, practices, rituals, traditions etcetera begins. This period of studying can last 

anywhere between six months to several years, depending on the convert and the method of 

conversion. 

After the studying period the convert is asked to appear before the Bet Din, the religious 

court, where he is questioned on his knowledge of Judaism. When the convert has proven 

himself, often an oath of loyalty to the Jewish people is made. In the case of male converts the 

next step is the ‘brit milah’, or circumcision. When this is completed the convert is asked to 

make ‘an offering’ in the form of a donation to the poor and take part in a 'tevilah', or 

immersion. This immersion, not unlike Christian baptism, signals the converts rebirth and 

entry into the Jewish faith and people. This is also the moment the convert has to pick a 

Hebrew name and has officially finished his conversion process. When converts come to 

Israel the majority has already finished the conversion process in their home-countries, but as 
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mentioned in the chapter four they have to present proof of their conversion when making 

Aliyah. For many converted olim this can be a stressful process, one of them told me ‘I know 

that under the law of return I am allowed to be here but I am still afraid that the state might 

one day “take away” my Aliyah because they decided that, as a convert, I don’t belong here 

after all.’ This example shows how the process of making Aliyah is especially difficult for 

converted olim because unlike the ‘born-Jews’ they struggle more with internal and external 

questions of ‘their’ belonging in Israel. In effect they experience an extra rite-de-passage 

before making Aliyah through converting and when coming to Israel they experience what 

can be best described as a ‘prolonged liminal phase’. Their extended ‘residence in liminality’ 

should be seen in the same light as the Ulpan is a ‘self-inflicted’ rite-de-passage; once an oleh 

or olah has converted and his or her conversion has been accepted and he has made Aliyah. 

The government will make no distinction between converted or not-converted olim, it is the 

converted olim themselves who create extra boundaries and thresholds they believe they need 

to cross before being fully accepted into society. One example of this was given to me by a 

female converted olah who mentioned that she is in the process of becoming more religious 

‘and this is not an easy process for me, I need to take it one step at the time, slowly becoming 

more comfortable with being religious’. When asked why this was important to her she 

mentioned that she believes that as an olah she has to make an extra effort to prove herself; 

‘olim are already outsiders, converted olim doubly so, I want to be accepted here’. 
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Army Service 

Military service is obligatory to all Israel’s Jewish citizens: ‘the Defence Service Law, 

sparsely amended since 1949, imposes universal compulsory service on all physically able 

citizens of the state’ (Kimmerling 2001:178). The importance the army in Israel cannot be 

ignored, often named examples of its importance are: ‘the size of the Defence Ministry budget 

as a proportion of the entire GNP; the relative size of the work-force engaged in military 

objectives, either as soldiers or civilians; the importance of military and security arguments in 

the legitimizing discourse of civil and social inequalities; and in general the importance of 

contributing to the country’s security (…)’ (Feige 2003:86). 

Olim, like all other citizens, are also expected to perform military service, whereby the length 

and type of their compulsory service is based on ‘their age on the date they first arrived in 

Israel, regardless of their status at the time (tourist, temporary resident, oleh, etcetera.). It is 

also based on their family status, on the date of induction and their medical profile is also 

taken into consideration. A stay in Israel as a tourist or temporary resident followed by two or 

more years from Israel will usually not be counted in determining the date of their first 

arrival’ (Ministry of Internal affairs website). An overview of the requirements of men of 

different ages is provided in the table below. Women are only drafted until the age of twenty-

three and do not serve thirty months but twenty-three. 

Upon arriving in Israel every oleh or olah receives an ‘order to report for registration’ (tzav 

hityatzvut) during the first year they spend in Israel whilst holding official olim status. The 

registration is followed by a medical exam determining whether the oleh or olah is fit to 

perform service. On the basis of this test the oleh is awarded a certain profile that allows 

him/her access to certain positions in the army. From this moment on the new immigrant has 

to go through a battery of interviews and test determining what would be the best place for 

him/her within the army, leading up to the placement in a suitable unit. 

Military service in particular can be seen as a rite-de-passage because it gives access to full 

membership of the nation-state, including access to certain rights and social positions. Many 

olim who have not performed military service express a feeling of having missed out on an 

experience that shapes the lives of most Israeli; ‘You know you were asking me about feeling 

Israeli well here is something that sometimes I feel I missed out on. When they talk about the 

army I just sit there, I missed out on that experience and cannot relate to their stories of 

sneaking into the army pantry.’ 

Mandatory military service can have a great influence on the way olim conceptualize their 

Aliyah: ‘the socialization (…) in basic training guarantees that the nationalistic and 
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militaristic ideas imparted to the soldiers spreads throughout society’ (Lutz 2002: 725). 

Mandatory military service thus guarantees that the dominant nationalistic values of a nation-

state are spread through all layers of society. In Israel military service is a collective 

experience (…)’ (Kimmerling 2005: 227) which creates a society in which military service as a 

practice, but also as an ideology, becomes central to the identification processes of 

individuals. Those olim who have served in the army or will have to serve in the army 

recognize their service as a rite-de-passage, as one eighteen year old olah said: ‘When I stated 

my intention to make Aliyah the Jewish agency advised me to wait a couple of years so I 

would not have to serve in the army. But I told them that I wanted to go now because I 

wanted to serve, I want to be a real part of society here which is just not possible if you have 

not served in the IDF.’ 

 

 
(Copy of leaflet Ministry of Absorption) 
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Current Situation 

As the contextual chapter showed there were many things going on within Israel as well as 

within the greater region of the Middle East during the period of research. The revolutions in 

the Middle East and unrest within Israel also have a profound effect on the way that olim 

gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah. All olim are aware of the turbulent and war-riddled past 

of Israel, yet none of the olim in this research have experienced this whilst being in Israel. In 

their minds it is a relative safe place; no more suicide bus attacks since the 90’s and no big 

wars since the Lebanon war in 2006. During the period of this research there were several 

revolutions going on in neighbouring countries, and especially the revolution in Egypt made a 

big impact. As one male oleh said: ‘within Israel I feel protected from terrorist attacks, I mean 

there are so many soldiers here. But Egypt is something else; I mean how many people live 

there? 90 million maybe? Israel is just a small country and they pose a big threat’. Other olim 

expressed similar reactions to the revolutions in the neighbouring countries, fearing for the 

already fragile position that Israel holds in the region. Although the threat of being under 

attack scared the olim it also fuelled them, making them more motivated to stay in Israel: ‘this 

is precisely why I came to Israel, to help protect it from the threats of Arab world. Yeah, of 

course I am scared, I do not want to fight, I do not want to die. But now I am also more 

determined to stay than I was before.’ The current situation has emphasized the role of Israel 

as a ‘nation under attack’, which in many cases reinforces the collective spirit and sense of 

community. In Israel this can been seen in the way in which the nation-state turns ‘an ethnic 

population into a fighting nation, a nation-in-arms’ (Ben-Eliezer 1995:264). Creating a nation-

in-arms from a nation-under-attack is a very inclusive process in which the olim are invited, 

sometimes even obliged, to play a role. 

For the way they conceptualize their Aliyah this means that the olim see themselves under 

constant attack from the outside-world: ‘we, the Jews, are under threat all the time, nobody in 

this region wants to be our friend, and the first chance they get they will try to drive us into 

the sea’. By creating the surrounding Arab nations and the Arab population within Israel as 

´the other´ the olim try to overcome the ´self-other´ (olim vs. native Israeli) dichotomy. The 

unrest in the Middle East effects the conceptualization of Aliyah in such a way that the fear of 

the ‘other’ and the perceived threat to their lives reinforces their sense of belonging in Israel 

and in the words of one oleh: ‘these threats are scary but they also make us, the Israeli Jews, a 

stronger community’. The current situation is another lens through which the role of 

uncertainty and its influence on the way that olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah can be 

seen. As has been mentioned before due to the uncertainties that the olim are confronted with 
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they have a tendency to create ‘closed systems of reasoning’ that try to eliminate these 

uncertainties as far as possible. By defining the Arab population as the other they not only 

reinforce their sense of belonging, they also try to reduce the uncertainties that this ‘other’’ 

introduces by categorizing, or even stereotyping, this other. This stereotyping, as has been 

mentioned before serves as a tool to reduce uncertainties and make sense out of the world. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has looked at how the conceptualization of Aliyah as undertaken by olim 

gadashim can be analysed in the form of rites-de-passage. In this chapter, four main rites-de-

passage have been discerned; the Aliyah process; studying in an Ulpan; conversion and 

military service. These rites-de-passage are not external structures or conditions imposed 

upon the olim in a one-directional way. The olim gadashim adapt, influence and change these 

structures, sometimes creating new rites-de-passages for themselves within the given 

structures of Israeli society. The way olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah is comparable 

to the way in which ‘each agent, (…) is a producer and reproducer of objective meaning’ 

(Bourdieu 1977:79). The rites-de-passage of the Aliyah procedure and studying in the Ulpan 

are rites-de-passages that most if not all olim go through. The first two paragraphs have 

focused on the process of making Aliyah and studying in an Ulpan. These two paragraphs 

have shown how the olim conceptualize their Aliyah in terms of rites-de-passages that need to 

be completed, be they self-defined by the olim or structurally imposed, in order to feel that 

they are part of society. The third and fourth paragraphs have focused on conversion and 

military service; rites-de-passages that do not apply to all olim. Special attention has been 

paid to the position of converted olim in Israeli society and the way that military service 

influences olim’s conceptualization of their Aliyah.  

As has been mentioned in the theoretical framework, rites-de-passage have several 

dimensions; firstly there is the social reality as experienced by the individual and secondly 

there is the interpretation of the anthropologist of this reality. This paragraph aims to provide 

an overview of both dimensions as visible in the case of this research. 

This chapter has tried to show that rites-de-passage have two dimensions; one exists in the 

social reality as experienced by agents and the second one consists of the interpretation of the 

rites-de-passage as given by the anthropologist. 

The last paragraph has looked at the way the current situation in Israel and the Middle East 

has influenced the conceptualization process of Aliyah. It becomes clear that the (perceived) 

increased threat the olim feel also increases their sense of community and belonging in Israel. 



Aliyah and the Ingathering of Exiles: Jewish immigration to Israel  

 60 

Attention is also paid to the way that olim gadashim approach ‘the other’ as a means of 

reducing uncertainty in their own lives.  
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6. Giving content to Aliyah: Being There 
 

The previous chapter has focused on the way olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah the 

way they perceive it and what it means to them. This chapter will look at the way in which 

olim gadashim give content to their Aliyah, a process heavily influenced by the way they 

conceptualize it. 

In this chapter several themes that have been mentioned before such as the importance of 

working and volunteering will be revisited, other themes such as partaking in the traditional 

Jewish holidays of Purim and Pesah will be introduced. This chapter will also look at the way 

in which olim use their Aliyah and how community formation amongst olim takes place. 

Special attention will be paid to the way in which olim gadashim ‘claim’ social, cultural and 

public space for themselves within Israeli society; how do they use the physical space to give 

content to their Aliyah? The purpose of this chapter is to give an insight in the way Aliyah is 

‘acted out’ by the olim gadashim. 

 

As has been mentioned in chapter five, finding work or otherwise bodily participating in 

Israeli society through army service or volunteering plays an important role in the 

conceptualization of Aliyah. It however also plays an important role in the daily lives of many 

olim, because it is through these vehicles that the olim act out their Aliyah. The importance of 

working and volunteering in a society cannot be underestimated as the previous chapters have 

shown. But there are other activities that are important to the olim, activities that they use to 

give content and meaning to their Aliyah. Examples of such activities are the traditional 

Jewish holidays of Purim and Pesah. 

 

Purim and Pesah: od lo yo’deah 

‘Have you ever been here during Purim? It is supposed to be crazy, people dressed up 

everywhere, parties, music, drinking. I can’t wait’ one French oleh whispered to me during 

class. The period between January and May is the period of two of Judaism most celebrated 

holidays: Purim and Pesah. During Purim the Jews celebrate the deliverance of the Jewish 

people from genocide by the cleaver wits of Esther and her uncle Mordechai. In preparation 

for this holiday the story of Esther was read in Hebrew in Ulpan class. The following expert is 

a shortened version of the story as presented by the teachers at the Ulpan. 
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There once was a Persian king named Achashveyrosh, who was married to queen Vashti. 

King Achashveyrosh organized a big bacchanal during which people drink, eat and made 

merry for a week. The parties were separated for men and women. One evening 

Achashveyrosh and his friends got very drunk and the king decided he wanted his wife to 

come to the men chambers to dance for them. In this time this was a very inappropriate 

request, because Queen Vashti would be the only woman in the room and all the men would 

look at her. So, when the king asked her to come she refused. Initially the king let the refusal 

go, however his advisor, the evil Hamman, tells him that he cannot let her refusal slide 

because it corrodes his absolute power as a king; if the queen refuses the king then his 

subjects will be the next ones to refuse his requests. King Achashveyrosh listened to this 

argument and put the queen to death. But what is a king without a queen? In order to find a 

new queen the king ordered all suitable women to visit the palace, one of whom was Esther. 

At first Esther did not want to go, but her uncle Mordechai, a very wise men, told her to go 

and show her charms to the king. Stressing her not to reveal to him that she is Jewish. From 

all the women in the country Esther was wedded to king Achashveyrosh. 

One day Mordechai sat outside the courtyard and overheard a conversation between two 

enemies of king Achashveyrosh, who wanted to kill the king. Mordechai rushed to the king’s 

guards and saved the king’s life by revealing the murder plot against him. 

This is where the story could have happily ended, but now begins the second less Disney-like 

part. Hamman was a very important man in court and when he rode through town he 

expected everyone to bow down before him. But Mordechai refused to do so. Hamman 

advised the king not only to kill Mordechai but also to kill all the Jews in the kingdom. 

 When Esther heard this at first she was mortified, what could she do? If she told the king she 

was Mordechai’s niece he would find out she was Jewish and she would also be put to death. 

But she thought up a plan; she would invite the King and Hamman for dinner and a banquet 

where she would reveal herself. Hamman was very pleased having been invited for such 

occasion twice in a row and left the first evening full of pride. Until he saw Mordechai, who 

refused yet again to bow for him, and in his anger he had a gallows build especially for 

Mordechai. That night the king could not sleep and he had his servants bring him the book in 

which all the happenings in the kingdom were recorded. When the book was brought to him it 

happened to be open on the page that told the story of Mordechai saving the king’s life. The 

king summoned Hamman and asked him: ‘How should a king reward a man who has served 

him well?’ Hamman thought that the king was referring to him and answered: ‘Bring him a 

royal robe the king has worn and a horse the king has ridden, and have both carry the royal 
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crest.  Then let one of the king’s most royal princes go to the man with the horse and robe. 

Robe him and lead him through the streets whilst proclaiming before him, `This is what is 

done for the man the king wants to honour.’ When the king told Hamman to do this for 

Mordechai, Hamman was horrified but he had no choice but to fulfil the king’s demand. 

That night queen Esther receives the King and Hamman at her banquet, where she reveals 

that she is Jewish and pleads with the king to change the degree he made under the influence 

of Hamman and not to kill her and her people. The king, upon hearing of Hamman’s plan to 

hang Mordechai gives the queen her wish and the Jewish people are saved. Hamman is 

hanged on the gallows that were initially meant for Mordechai. Mordechai and Esther are 

also allowed to write a new decree, which gives the right to the Jewish people to defend 

themselves without repercussions. As a result of which all of Hamman’s sons and 75.00 other 

enemies of the Jews are killed on the 13th of Adar, the date originally set out to eradicate the 

Jewish people.  

 

The 13th of Adar is the official starting date of the contemporary Purim festivities in Israel. It 

is characterized by reading the scroll of Esther in public and special Purim prayers accompany 

the reading; exchange of gifts, charity, drinking alcohol and wearing masks and costumes. It 

is the only Jewish feast during which the people are commended to drink until ‘they can’t tell 

the difference’ (od lo yode’ah). This difference refers to knowing the difference between 

Mordechai and Hamman, because if you cannot tell the difference then it is difficult to decide 

whom to kill. During Purim people are also expected to dress up, to disguise themselves. 

Although the explanations for this practice are manifold the most accepted one is that the 

story of Esther and Hamman is fraught with mistaken and hidden identities. Wearing masks 

and costumes is a re-enactment of the story.  The celebration of Purim is a very important 

occasion for most olim; it gives them the chance, for many of them for the first time, to 

celebrate an important Jewish feast in Israel. Participating in the festivities is not just about 

commemorating the deliverance of the Jewish people it is also about partaking in Jewish 

society and giving commentary on their own status as olim: ‘the reason why I like Purim is 

because wearing my mask and going out for the street parties nobody can see anymore that I 

am different. I am no longer an oleh, I am just another drunken Israeli wearing a funny 

costume.’ Purim offers them a unique opportunity to be ‘mistaken’ for a ‘real Israeli’ making 

the festivities particularly special because it is also an inversion ritual of sorts. Because Purim 

represents a complete disruption of the symbolic order, reversing the status of the olim, or 
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perhaps more elevating it to that of the other citizens in Israel.  Purim offers not only an 

inversion or elevation of their status but the olim also use the Purim to explain their own 

decision to make Aliyah. They identify with Esther, who had to hide her identity in order to 

get to her position in society, to become queen. ‘I can relate to Esther, I know what it is like to 

not be able to tell people that you are Jewish because they might think differently of you’ one 

French olah said. The olim also see the story of Purim as proof of the wit of the Jewish people 

that carries on into present times. ‘Esther managed to save the Jewish people and prevent 

them from being killed, just like the Jews in Israel are doing by providing a safe-haven for all 

Jews and protecting the country from all the Arabs around it’ an American oleh mentioned. 

Another important aspect of this holiday is the exchange of gifts and giving to the sick and the 

poor. One of the French oleh in the Ulpan had gone by several gift shops, collecting gifts to 

hand out to sick children in the hospital, the morning after the last Purim fest night. This event 

shows the importance of volunteering and participating in society and it shows how olim 

gadashim give content to their Aliyah: 

It is nine in the morning when I arrive, in my Zorro suite, at the Ulpan. There is nobody there 

yet. I wonder whether it is even going to happen, yesterday was a late night and most people 

got rather drunk. I am relieved when I see Diana and Rahm cross the street and walk towards 

me. They are wearing the same customs as yesterday; Rahm is dressed as a pirate and Diana 

as Catwoman. I wonder whether they even went home or whether they walked straight from 

the party to here. They walk up to me and we greet each other. Diana jokes around saying 

that she is very happy to be wearing the kitty mask ‘because if those kids see my eyes the way 

they are now, it will make them more miserable than they already are.’ Slowly more people 

start to trickle in, everybody looks tired from the night before. But nobody seems to have 

doubted coming. ‘It is just an important aspect of Purim, I mean going out and drinking is 

fun. But that is not what it is really about, this is what Purim is really about’ Shalom the 

American oleh tells me. We walk up the street to the house of Jacques, the French oleh who 

has organized today. The plan is that we take three taxis to go to the hospital where we will 

be split up in teams of four so we can cover all the floors of the children’s ward. The idea is 

that we hand-out gift bags to the sick children, so they can also have some fun during the 

festivities. When we get to the hospital everybody seems to have left behind their hang-overs 

and everybody is excited to go in. Once we enter the hospital we find that we are not the only 

ones who had this idea, there are clowns and soldiers walking around the wards making 

music. Our team, consisting of Rahm, Diana and Shalom gets the first floor. The floor is made 
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up of a long hallway with a low ceiling, there are rooms along both sides of the hallway and 

each rooms has four to six beds. Upon entering the first room reality hits and we are 

confronted with the fact that we are dealing with very sick children. The joyous mood 

disappears a little and I see that especially Rahm is having a hard time putting on the 

mandatory happy face. Diana however is a natural, she walks up to the children and their 

parents as if she has know them for decades explaining, in perfect Hebrew, that we are here 

to give them some gifts. When people notice her accent they ask where we are from. Shalom 

explains that we are olim and that we wanted to do something for the kids on Purim. Most 

people are very enthusiastic about this initiative, as one mother said to her young son who 

had just been operated on his brain: ‘these people came all the way from Paris France to 

bring you these gifts.’ Whilst we walk around I get a change to ask some questions to my 

group, about why they wanted to do this. Diana says that she wanted to do this because she 

wanted to make sure that her Purim was about more than just going to the street parties. 

‘Also this is a change for me to really be part of it, I mean we are walking around here with 

soldiers, doctors and other Israeli. Normally I feel like I am looking in from the outside but 

this gives me a chance to really do something, to be part of it.’ Rahm has grown more quiet, 

when asked about it he says ‘ouf, this is really hard; I mean I knew these kids were going to 

be sick. But it is a lot for me. Also because I have this really nice olim life, and I have been 

really focussed on my own life. And maybe that is not so good, because then I don’t see 

reality, I am not really part of life here like that.’ 

Rahm’s statement shows the concern that many olim have, that they will never be able to 

become a real part of society, which can account for their focus on working or volunteering. 

One olah, who was a doctor in Paris told me: ‘The Ulpan is great but the problem is that is 

just a way to recreate a mini-Paris. That is why I went to volunteer at a clinic because I want 

to really be part of this society and if I don’t get out and work, that just won’t happen.’ 

Another important explanation for the importance of volunteering is that, like the festivities of 

Purim and Pesah, olim have ‘free access’ to it. Working on the other hand is difficult because 

many jobs, especially those in law or medicine, require the olim to pass a ‘professional test’. 

This test is in Hebrew and therefore infeasible for new immigrants with a limited knowledge 

of Hebrew. 

Another important moment when olim ‘act out’ their Aliyah is during the holiday of Pesah. 

Purim is a very joyous holiday, where the focus lies on drinking, dancing and rejoicing with 

others. Pesah has a more bitter taste to it: it commemorates the flight of the Israeli from Egypt 
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and the forty years of wandering the desert before reaching the Promised Land. Pesah is a 

weeklong holiday within Israel, and eight days in the rest of the world. The story, as described 

in Exodus, tells how God released ten plagues upon on the Egyptian people, the last and most 

harsh one, being the death of all of the first-born. Pesah literally means ‘Passover’ referring to 

the fact that the houses of the Jews were spared from this last plague, they were ‘passed-over’. 

After the last plague, the Egyptians set the Israelites free. The story holds that the Israelites 

left in such a hurry that they had no time to let their bread rise. In the contemporary holiday 

this is commemorated by ‘forbidding’ the consummation of all products that need to ‘leaven’; 

this means that for the duration of the entire weak supermarkets and restaurants do not sell 

any products they consider to be ‘chametz’3. Pesah is a period of austerity, especially for 

religious Jews and many commandments regarding behaviour can be found in the Torah for 

this special period. During the first night of Pesah families come together for a seder. The 

seder for olim in Israel often signifies spending the evening with distant Israeli relatives, who 

might celebrate differently than the olim are used to. The evening of the seder can be seen 

both as a moment of (re)culturation4 as well as a rite-de-passage, during which (as with 

Purim) the narrative of the religious story is used by the olim to explain their situation and 

position within society. They see themselves as the modern-day Israelites fleeing from their 

home-countries where they were oppressed. 

This holiday also offers them a unique opportunity to act out their Aliyah because this holiday 

is riddled with so many commandments for behaviour. This however does not imply that the 

olim follow these rules exactly but rather that they give their own interpretation of it. One 

morning going for breakfast with informant Pezaro we walked into a restaurant where he 

immediately asked if they served bread. When the waiter said that they only served kosher 

bread, Pezaro decided to leave for the place next door where the rules were not kept as 

strictly. His explanation for this was: ‘firstly the kosher bread is not very tasty, secondly of 

course I understand that there are rules but the Jews already suffered when they left Egypt and 

I am pretty sure they would not have of wanted me to suffer also’. What this example shows 

is that olim can recognize the existence of certain structures, but also recognize their own 

agency in changing these structures. And it is in this changing of the structures that they give 

                                                
3Chametz is "leaven" -- any food that's made of grain and water that have been allowed to ferment and "rise." 
Bread, cereal, cake, cookies, pizza, pasta, and beer are blatant examples of chametz; but any food that contains 
grain or grain derivatives can be, and often is, chametz. Practically speaking, any processed food that is not 
certified, "Kosher for Passover" may potentially include chametz ingredients. Chabad.org 
4‘Reculturation extorts the essential while seeming to demand the insignificant; (…) obtaining the respect for 
form and forms of respect which (…) constitute the manifestation of submission to the established order’ 
(Bourdieu 1977: 95). 
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content to their Aliyah. Also, as with the story of Purim, the olim use the narrative of Pesah 

and apply it to their own Aliyah story focusing on the fact that coming to Israel means being 

free from the anti-Semitism and suppression they experienced as Jews in their home-

countries. 

However giving content to Aliyah goes beyond influencing the structures of Israeli society, it 

is also about using Aliyah and creating new structures as the following two paragraphs will 

try to show. 

 

Very profound isn’t it? Using Aliyah 

Without wanting to take a very instrumentalist approach to the way olim gadashim give 

content to their Aliyah, it is important to take a look at how they utilize their Aliyah and their 

status as olim. In this research the immigrants regularly mentioned that their status as ‘new 

immigrant’ and foreigners has restricted their ability to get ahead in Israeli society. But when 

confronted with the question of giving up their ‘old nationality’ they collectively refuse, or as 

one oleh said: ‘giving up my passport? No way, because then I am stuck with the Israeli one, 

a passport that is not even recognized by half the world and will get you killed in the other 

half. No my own passport is my safe-haven, my ticket out if need be.’  

Not only do they attach value to their nationality of birth but they also find ways to use their 

status as olim and foreigner in their favour; as one American oleh said: ‘I play the American 

card when I see that a situation becomes to heated and turns into an argument. People have all 

these stereotypes about Americans as being friendly, trustworthy but gullible so I play on 

those stereotypes to diffuse tension in situations, to evade arguments. I can use being 

American to avoid conflicts. And I think that most Israeli like Americans and would like to be 

American. I can build rapport with them on the American card.’ This particular example 

pertains to the way that olim gadashim use their nationality to their benefit. Some olim also 

mentioned that they use their status as olim; during Pesah over coffee and ‘real’ bread Pezaro 

told me about the troubles he was experiencing with his landlord:  

‘He is a real “conard” or kuss emek as they say here, this discussion over the rent and how 

long I can stay have been going on since I got here. My landlord is really is trying to drain 

my wallet and make my life miserable. I don’t understand these bloody Israeli, they want you 

to come here and once you get here they just want to fuck you over. If I had been an eighteen-

year-old girl making Aliyah by myself I would already have packed my packs crying to go 

home because of this landlord. Luckily I can be hard when it is necessary and I know how to 

play the game. If they had really made balangan [trouble/chaos] I would just have gone to 
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Ministry of Absorption and told them I no longer wanted to be Israeli. And then I would go 

and give the number of these guys [the landlord and his son] who made me not want to finish 

my Aliyah. And then let’s see who has the last laugh.’ 

 

This narrative gives an example of how olim can use their status and the fact that Israel needs 

more Jewish people in its territory to their advantage. Initially being an oleh or olah feels like 

having a position in society with little power, but olim can play on the fact that they have this 

special position in society, they can use their Aliyah in order to achieve certain goals, 

avoiding an argument, fighting with a landlord or more trivial things: ‘You know I use being 

an American oleh when I go out and there is a long line to get into the club. I just pass the 

line, walk up to the bouncer and say ‘shalom, ani americai’ [hi, I am an American] usually 

this makes them laugh and they let me skip the line. That’s how I use my Aliyah, very 

profound isn’t it?’. 

 

We are just a very select club: community formation 

Another important vehicle through which olim gadashim give content to their Aliyah is 

community formation. As has been mentioned in chapter five a large part of the lives of olim 

revolves around creating a social network, through work, volunteering or Ulpan. In the 

previous chapter much attention has been paid to the fact that Aliyah can be an individual 

process undertaken for various religious, Zionistic or personal reasons. However when they 

refer to ‘successful integration into Israeli society olim often mention the importance of 

having a partner, a family and group of friends. Community formation thus provides an 

interesting phenomenon to look at because it shows different ways the olim integrate into 

society. Community formation can be seen as an essential aspect of what in the beginning of 

this chapter has been referred to as ‘claiming space’. It is also tied in with the way that olim 

make new homes for themselves in Israel. According to Espiritu ‘home making is really about 

border making: it is about deciding who is in and who is out’ (2003: 205). This process can be 

seen on the level of interaction between the olim and Israeli society, as the chapter five about 

rites-de-passages has tried to show. But it can also be seen on the level of interaction between 

olim of different backgrounds. Amongst the olim in this research three different types of 

community formation processes can be seen but before revealing these it is necessary to take 

a look at the importance of social networks. 

Social networks are important to the olim because they provide them with what Bourdieu has 

called ‘social capital’. He defines this as ‘the total resources, feasible or potential, that an 
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individual or a group can accumulate by means of constant maintenance of social networks or 

reciprocal social interactions’ (1977: 241). Community thus provides a safety net for the olim, 

by belonging to a certain community they ensure benefits for themselves. Or as a Brazilian 

olah put it: ‘For me it is very important to look after the other people in our class, because 

looking after them is looking after myself’.  

When olim make Aliyah they assume to be accepted into Israeli society based on their 

Jewishness, however reality in Israel is a different one. Israeli society and Israeli are not 

always as welcoming as the olim initially expect. This is a very confusing process for the olim 

because coming to Israel they anticipate smooth and full acceptance into the society based on 

a shared ethnicity/religion. Coming here they realize that the boundaries of who does and 

does not belong to Israeli society are different than expected. Different coping mechanisms 

amongst the olim are visible in reaction to this (initial) exclusion: there are people who put all 

efforts into fully integrating and discarding their ‘old’ nationality, there are people who 

remain mainly within their own communities and there are people who belong to a group that 

takes a more hybrid approach, combining elements of Israeli society with the ‘home’ society. 

 

Integrating or Assimilating? 

There is a large group of people who see it as imperative to integrate into Israeli society as 

properly and as fast as possible. This group mainly consisted of young people making Aliyah, 

this has to do with several factors; firstly because of their age they go through different rites-

de-passage than other olim such as the army. Secondly young olim often come alone making 

and full integration into Israeli society and creating a network more important to them than to 

olim who come with a spouse and children.  

Pocketing 

In getting to know Israel the language, the culture, the people and the mannerisms are central 

themes to olim. They often feel frustrated because of their own inability to communicate or to 

translate what is being said to them. This is not (only) about literal word-for-word 

conversations but also about the bigger picture of dealing with government agencies: ‘Half of 

the time I understand what they are saying but I can’t translate it culturally, they are telling 

me one thing but there is a message underneath it, which I am just not picking up’ one 

American oleh told in regards to getting his visa. These situations invoke the olim to 

emphasize their own nationality and stress how it is different/better than that from the Israeli. 

Olim express their own nationality by putting emphasis on the importance of speaking ‘their’ 

language, at home as well as on the street. Many olim have expressed that when they have 
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kids they will raise them in ‘their mother language’ and not necessarily in Hebrew. Also some 

olim still celebrate holidays that are not celebrated in Israel, such as Thanksgiving for the 

Americans, Quatorze Juilliet for the French and fourth and fifth of May for the Dutch. These 

days are not only celebrated privately, communities and embassies often organize events for 

these days, that way they are bringing their holidays from ‘home’ to Israel. This leads some 

olim to form ‘pockets’ within Israeli society; they try to circumvent Israeli society as much as 

they can by staying within their own groups. These groups are often formed along cultural-

linguistic borders rather than along ethnic or national ones. Although the olim learn the Israeli 

language at the Ulpan, Hebrew school is not always accompanied by emotional 

internalization or identification with the Israeli culture, but rather by a rejection of that 

culture. This rejection is further catered by the fact that the multiform character of the Jewish 

state allows each group to have its own institutional frameworks in the form of their own 

educational institutions, religious institutions, political parties and print media. The necessity 

for olim to integrate into Israeli society is thus undermined by Israeli society itself; it is quite 

possible for an oleh or olah to come to Israel and learn, work, marry, vote and pray in their 

‘own’ language for the entire period they spend in Israel. And by forming pockets based on 

certain characteristics they are in a sense emulating the boundary-making and exclusion 

process they are confronted with trying to enter Israeli society. This process became 

particularly clear one afternoon on the beach: when doing participant observation with the 

French community a Russian girl tried to join the group, it was however made clear that she 

was not wanted. When asked about this one oleh said: ‘Well, in your case it is different, you 

speak French, you have French roots addressing the researcher] but she has no belonging 

here, and we are just a very select club’. 

Hybrid 

A third strategy that is visible amongst the olim is hybridization; the group that practices this 

strategy combines certain aspects of the ‘own’ culture with the Israeli culture. This group 

participates in the Israeli institutions of the state as well as in its own institutions. This leads 

to a group which practices an eclectic mix of Israeli and ‘own’ practices, creating a hybrid 

mix of Israeli and the home culture, traditions and language. This hybrid strategy can be seen 

as an ‘in-between’: ‘an in-between is a site as much as a space (…) containing counter-

hegemonic potential’ (Khan 2004: 168). It is in these ‘in-betweens’ or ‘liminality’ that olim 

gadashim claim physical and virtual space for themselves within society.  
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Are you on Facebook? Virtual and ‘real’ space claimed 

This had been the third time that we were supposed to meet for an interview. As I sit at the 

table of the small café outside of the Ulpan I watch each person passing like a hawk. I am 

looking for a tall, blond, Barbara Streisand-in-her-early-thirties French looking woman. 

After two hours I give up and go home, where I read the Facebook message she wrote me: 

‘Sorry can’t come, troubles with the apartment (again…)’ 

 

In this research it has been mentioned that the olim claim cultural space for themselves within 

society, finding and inhabiting a home can be seen as an extension of claiming cultural space 

into claiming physical space. As has been mentioned before, finding a place to stay is very 

important to the olim because having a place to stay roots them in society. Although having a 

house does not amount to the same thing as having a home (Espiritu 2003) a house does 

provide a place where the olim can use the physical space to express their Aliyah. During the 

research period several houses of olim have been visited, and a common denominator was not 

found; some olim had pictures or posters of their home-countries; others had the Israeli flag 

hanging in their living room. What these different apartments did share was that the olim 

brought to Israel their most precious possessions, showing their intent to stay in Israel. ‘I 

brought only the stuff that is really important to me; a comic collection I have had since I was 

a kid, a hard-drive with all my movies and my two cats. All the other stuff I sold or stored in 

my dad’s garage’. 

But it is not only through their apartments that the olim use their physical surroundings to 

give content and meaning to their Aliyah; the Ulpan and the holidays are also a vehicle 

through which this can be done. The previous two paragraphs have shortly introduced how 

the Ulpan and the holidays of Pesah can be seen as tools through which the olim can express 

their Aliyah.  

An important part of this expression lies in the use of the physical space, as has been partly 

shown in the example of the volunteering in the hospital. Although this example shows how 

physical space is used it does not show how olim use the physical space to express their 

particular take on the holidays or Aliyah. Hopefully the following example will: during the 

preparations of the Purim celebrations at the Ulpan all the olim were asked to perform during 

the Purim festivities. During the day of the performance itself it was interesting to note that 

almost all of the olim sang national songs, danced national dances or performed pieces of 

theatre from their home-countries. The same phenomenon could be seen during the Pesah 
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celebrations when, during the singing of the traditional Pesah songs, many olim choose to 

sing the songs not in Hebrew but in their native tongue. 

Olim gadashim do not only use their physical surroundings to give content to their Aliyah, 

they also make use of their digital surroundings, primarily via Facebook. Facebook allows 

them to connect with each other digitally and to be constantly updated on each other’s life. 

Besides being a convenient tool for community formation it also provides them with a 

platform to express themselves. In the three months of research a group-page had been made 

for kita Aleph where information about getting-around in Tel Aviv, finding apartments, going 

out and big cultural events was exchanged. Many of the events posted on the group-page 

would pertain to events organized by embassies, such as the ‘Festival Francophone’ or the 

screening of the movie ‘Rio’ by the Brazilian embassy. 

What this shows is that when olim are giving space to perform they incorporate many aspects 

of their ‘pre-immigration’ lives into their performance. This holds for micro-contexts such as 

the the four-question ritual during the Pesah celebration at the Ulpan, but also for the macro-

context of olim integrating into Israeli society where olim can be seen as the ‘practical 

operators which constitute the habitus and which function in their practical state in gesture or 

utterance reproduce in a transformed form, inserting them into a system of symbolic relations, 

the oppositions and hierarchies which actually organize social groups, and which help to 

legitimize them in a misrecognizable form’ (Bordieu 1977: 97). The olim are thus active agents 

in a surrounding which creates them but which they in their turn recreate and remodel as to 

legitimize their ‘being there’. 
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7. Conclusions: in the Eye of the Beholder 

After a night of humus, pita and cards we said our goodnights and each turned our way, as he 

walks towards his motorcycle I see him hesitate, he turns around and screams from across the 

street: ‘Don’t forget to tell them the truth about us, about the way we live here. Write it all 

down the way it is.’ 

 

Doing field-research is also not unlike learning how to play a game of cards, at first it is 

unclear what the rules are, what the purpose of the game is and which cards are in the deck. 

But by talking and interacting (‘playing’) with the other, slowly an understanding of what the 

rules and regulations of the game are, and how these can be cheated, emerges. 

But, in order to become a good player it is not enough to gather data about the game from 

other players it is also important to play the cards and give a personal interpretation of the 

way it is played. 

This concluding chapter will show how the data presented in this thesis can be seen as a 

double dimensional card-game: on the one hand there is the game as it is played by the olim 

gadashim and secondly there exists the interpretation of this game by the researcher. 

By using a card-game metaphor the researcher by no means wants to imply that making 

Aliyah is a game to the olim gadashim, it simple provides an encompassing way to explain 

how olim gadashim give content and meaning to their Aliyah. 

  

Every card game needs players and in order to understand the game, one must understand the 

people who play it. This research has shown that olim gadashim, who make Aliyah to Tel 

Aviv and study Hebrew at Ulpan Gordon, are a very diverse group of people who share one 

common denominator: their Jewishness. The olim perceive their Jewishness not merely in 

terms of religion or Zionism but also in terms of ethnicity: to them being Jewish means being 

part of a larger ethnic Jewish (imagined) community. This (imagined) community provides 

them with a sense of belonging to a people as well as providing them a physical safe-haven: 

the land of Israel. Although they perceive themselves to be part of a larger community that 

initially transcends all other markers of their identity, a closer look revealed that olim 

gadashim also put much weight on their ‘own’ nationalities. At this instance one of the first 

paradoxes in the story line of the olim became apparent: how can they feel they belong to one 

group (Jews/Israel) whilst at the same time they emphasize their belonging to another group 

(France/Brazil/US etcetera)? This has been explained by looking at the fact that people are 
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holders of multiple identities and belong to several groups at once. Particular and peculiar 

examples of seemingly conflicting identities were explained by looking at the different 

contexts and structures in which these are expressed. These different contexts are relevant 

because each context has its own structure, rules, norms and regulations which can be adapted 

and changed by the players or to paraphrase Bourdieu ‘each player, wittingly or willingly, 

willy nilly, is a producer and reproducer of the objective card-game played’ (1977:79) Also 

each context has its own cultural and social capital that is sought after by the olim; in order to 

get access to different resources they accentuated different aspects of their identity. Most 

importantly what needed to be stressed was the dialectic process that took place between the 

olim and the structural contexts in which they found themselves; they were influenced by the 

rules of the game whilst at the same time they were able to change and adept these rules. This 

process also became apparent when looking at the motivations that the olim gadashim had for 

immigrating to Israel: from the data three main motivational themes have been distilled: 

Zionism, Judaism and personal motivations. This research made use of three narratives to 

shed light on the motivation of olim gadashim to make Aliyah. At first these motivations 

seemed straightforward and clearly demarcated but closer reading revealed that they 

contained internal inconsistencies and that motivations often overlapped with each other. This 

has been explained as follows: firstly the motivations of the olim are tied in with their self-

definitions, which as mentioned contained several internal ‘inconsistencies’. Secondly 

although a large part of the interpretation of these motivations has been based on 

constructivism it is impossible to understand the way olim gadashim conceptualize their 

Aliyah without taking into account the role of uncertainty. Uncertainty played a central role in 

the lives of olim, uncertainty about finding a job, an apartment, a life-partner, learning the 

language, finding friends. But also uncertainties about whether they can stay in Israel and 

about their safety in a country surrounded by ‘Arabs’ and revolutions. The uncertainty tied 

into making Aliyah and residing in a phase of liminality (associated with the rites-de-passage 

they go through when making Aliyah) lead the olim to approach and construct their own 

identity in a closed way. By defining themselves and their Aliyah as such they acknowledge 

the ‘balangan’5 that Aliyah introduced into their lives. 

 At the same time they reduced it by creating a closed-system line of argumentation that 

mitigated and reduced the uncertainties introduced by the outside world. Next to structural 

motivations such as Zionism and Judaism and the influence of uncertainty another important 

                                                
5 Chaos, uncertainty 
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motivation mentioned by the olim for making Aliyah regarded personal motivations. These 

personal motivations ranged from wanting to find a Jewish husband or wife to wanting a 

change of climate.  These personal motivations, idiosyncratic and individual as they were, 

could not be seen as standing upon themselves. From the three narratives it has been gathered 

that individual motivations were tied in with structural motivations and that the link between 

them involved constant internal and external negotiations about the meaning of Aliyah. 

In this research the conceptualization of Aliyah was viewed through the lens of four rites-de-

passage that olim gadashim go through when they immigrate to Israel. These rites-de-passage 

were made up out of a double dimension; firstly there is the social reality as experienced by 

the olim and secondly there is the way that this process is analysed and interpreted by the 

researcher. This process can be seen as the parallel to the metaphor given at the beginning of 

this chapter; there is the player who plays the game and the researcher who interprets the way 

it is played. 

The four rites-de-passage analysed were: the Aliyah procedure, studying in an Ulpan, 

conversion and army service. These four rites-de-passage have been chosen on the basis of 

interviews and casual conversations with the olim gadashim. They provided a particularly 

compelling overview of how olim conceptualize Aliyah and how structure and agency come 

together. These rites-de-passage were a ‘tell’ for the way olim gadashim conceptualize their 

Aliyah because they showed how the olim themselves have a hand in creating the rites-de-

passage they go through. By creating and changing the rites-de-passage they go through, by 

creating ‘new spaces’ for themselves in society, the olim are changing the ‘objective 

structure’ that is the nation-state of Israel. Although the olim gadashim have (created) a 

reasonable amount of space to give their personal interpretation of their Aliyah they are 

influenced by external structures and (physical) boundaries. During the eruption of the 

revolutions in the Middle East the influence of these structures and boundaries on their lives 

and their Aliyah became particularly tangible. Physical borders to neighbouring countries 

were closed and the revolutions lead to a re-emphasis of the importance of the safeguarding of 

the nation-state of Israel. For the olim the revolution was a double-edged sword: on the one 

hand more compliance with the nation-state was expected from them (in a sense of reporting 

for military service/increased taxes etcetera) whilst on the other hand the (perceived) 

increased threat also reinforced a sense of community. The revolutions in the surrounding 

countries led the olim to define the surrounding Arab nations and the Arab population within 

Israel as ´the other´. A definition that enabled them to overcome the ´self-other´ (olim vs. 

native Israeli) dichotomy they experience in society. This stereotyped definition of ‘the other’ 
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can thus be seen as another example of how olim gadashim dealt with the uncertainty 

associated with making Aliyah. By defining the Arab population as ‘the other’ they enforced 

their own sense of belonging whilst at the same time they reduced the uncertainties by 

stereotyping and ‘othering’ the world around them. 

All of this combined into the way that olim gadashim conceptualize their Aliyah, the way they 

perceive the card-game to work. Now that the rules of the game have been explained and 

interpreted, the deck has been chosen and the cards have been shuffled, the game has to be 

played. Or in the case of the olim gadashim, they have to give content to their Aliyah through 

bodily activities in society. 

In this research several ways in which olim gadashim do this were presented: working, 

volunteering, celebrating Purim and Pesah and community formation. 

These four bodily enactments of Aliyah undertaken by the olim reemphasized not only the 

importance of participating in society for the olim; it also accentuated the way in which olim 

draw on multiple contradicting stories. For example the olim emphasized the importance of 

participating in the traditional holidays of Purim and Pesah because the carnival’s costumes 

provides them with an opportunity to blend in perfectly with ‘real’ Israeli. Yet at the same 

time, in community formation, emphasis moved away from ‘wanting to be Israeli’ towards 

the importance of being American/French/Brazilian etc. through which social capital and 

social networks were formed along cultural-linguistic boundaries. This tendency was visible 

both in ‘real’ as well as in ‘virtual’ community formation.  In all forms of community 

formation, as well as other enactments of Aliyah, an instrumentalist approach to Aliyah 

sometimes became visible. Although this research by no means wants to suggest that people 

immigrate solely for the purpose of reaping the benefits of being an oleh in some cases the 

olim have used their status as olim to their advantage. When they saw the advantages of it, 

they employed their status, they ‘played the olim card’ in order to influence of situation or to 

get access to certain resources. 

In summation: it has been shown that the way olim gadashim give content and meaning to 

their Aliyah is the product of the multiple identities, stories, contexts and structures in which 

they find themselves. They are as much influenced by the structures of the nation-state of 

Israel, as they are able to influence this structure themselves. This research has tried to show 

how olim gadashim give content and meaning to their Aliyah through the constant dialectics 

between them and the society of Israel. This research has emphasized the constructivist view, 

whereby special attention was paid to the way in which olim gadashim influence the structure 

of Israeli society through their actions whilst at the same time being influenced by these 
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structures. 

This research has unravelled the multi-vocality of Aliyah and of olim gadashim and touched 

upon the relationships between structure and agency, exclusion and inclusion, the self and the 

other and continuity and change. Important to remark is that the choice of the analytical 

perspective should be kept in the back of the mind whilst reading this thesis, as Eriksen (2010: 

218) remarks ‘the choice of an analytical perspective of ‘research hypothesis’ is not an 

innocent act’. Which is why the researcher has made an elaborate attempt to sufficiently 

substantiate her choice of analytical perspective. 

This research has emphasized the importance of having an eye for their individuality of the 

olim gadashim and telling their story ‘the way it is’; whilst at the same time realizing that the 

interpretation of the perspective shown in the research will depend on the ‘eye of the 

beholder’. 
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8. Methodogical reflection: ‘You are cheaper than a shrink’ 
Throughout this research I have been occupied with reflecting on the methods I have used and 

my role as a researcher in the field. In this chapter I want to look at several themes that I have 

grappled with during the fieldwork. 

These themes are: the line between friend and researcher, analysing data, the decision to use 

rites-de-passage as a tool of analysis, using Facebook and some personal reflections.  

 

Firstly I have struggled with the boundaries between friend and researcher, because the 

research situation was such that friendships were formed easily and naturally in the class with 

the research population. As has been shown in the paragraph about community formation, 

people perceive all to be in the same boat and friendship is seen as a necessary thing in order 

to have a successful Aliyah. Extending the hand of friendship was also expected from me, 

which sometimes lead me to feel like a fraud, because I always had a second agenda, namely 

my research.  

Doing this research confronted me with the with the oxymoron that is participant observation: 

because on the one hand I try to participate and sympathize on the other hand I always have to 

remind myself to not lose focus and remain ‘objective’. At several instances in my research 

maintaining this distance and doing research has been a physical obstacle to the ‘naturalness’ 

of a conversation because the friendship-role was expected from me when I needed to be in 

the researcher-role to observe properly.  

 

Analysing data 

After having collected over fifteen interviews, countless participant observations and other 

data, the analysis seemed a daunting prospect. During my fieldwork however I had developed 

the following technique: my data analysis would start straight after the observation of 

interview by transferring the interview from my field-notes to my Macbook. Transferring to 

the computer had the double aim of having a back up and going over the event again, getting 

a better understanding of what had been said and done. After having transferred the whole 

interview I would go over it and looking at the different fragments whereby I would look 

which and why certain fragments made ‘meaningful wholes’. After which I would judge 

whether the fragment was valuable to the research as a whole, for this I used my research 

framework, questions and sub-questions and theme lists that I made before leaving but mainly 

I used the experiences of the olim: I coded the fragments with words that I frequently 



Aliyah and the Ingathering of Exiles: Jewish immigration to Israel  

 79 

encountered in the participant observations or with concepts that they emphasized as being 

important. More often than not I would decide that a fragment was relevant, especially in the 

initial analysis it was hard to judge what would be relevant but by doing several rounds of 

analysis throughout the research process and upon coming back, I could judge the fragments 

not only in their own light but also in the light of the research as a greater whole. After having 

decided upon the ‘wholeness’ and relevancy of the fragment I would code it based on its 

content; then I would go over the whole document again making sure that the same topics 

would have the same codes. The next step was to ensure that not only the individual data files 

had coherent codes but that all the files with fragments pertaining to the same subject where 

coded in the same fashion. After having done that I had an initial coding scheme, which I 

knew was complete because I did not need to add anymore new codes to order the data, the 

codes I had were sufficient. 

After this I made a list of all the codes I had to see if the codes I had were the most effective 

ones and if I had double codes that could be merged. Also by putting the codes together in 

one word document I could see which codes were more sub-codes than head-codes and that 

way I could organize them according to theme. After having made an overview of the codes I 

had started putting the fragments of the different interviews and participant observations 

under each other that way I could start with defining the codes using the different definitions 

given in the fragments. Having an initial overview of the data organized according to sub-

codes also made it clearer how the different concepts were related to each other. The next step 

was integrating the segmented data, again using my research questions, literature, and recent 

events in Israel and then looking for the key-categories to answer the research questions. It 

was at this point that the data and conversations with my supervisor started to point in the 

direction of constructivism and rites-de-passages. Which meant revisiting the literature on 

these topics in order to verify if my hunches, or rather the hunches of the data, were the right 

ones. After that I ordered the sub-coded data to the order of the research sub-questions and 

using the NVIVO analysis I started writing.  

The writing process meant a constant revisiting and re-evaluation of the data, leading 

sometimes to panic and sometimes to euphoria and eventually to this thesis. 
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Rites-de-Passage 

In this research rites-de-passage play a very important role for the analysis of the way that 

olim gadashim give meaning to their Aliyah. I have chosen to use this particular vehicle for 

analysis because I saw how different themes such as studying in the Ulpan or military service 

were central to the life-worlds of the olim. At first I struggled with these themes because I 

found it hard to find a way to show how they were different yet similar. 

Their difference lied in the fact that each of the themes had its own ‘rules-of-the-game’ and its 

own players. The fact that not all themes applied to all olim, for instance not all olim had 

converted or needed to do military service, did not make this situation easier. 

Finally, after returning to the literature I had found the solution by approaching the central 

themes of studying in the Ulpan, the Aliyah procedures, military service and conversion as 

rites-de-passage. This was not a random decision; rather it was based on views expressed by 

the olim in regards to these themes, as well as the fact that these themes each shared the 

‘classic’ characteristics of rites-de-passages (separation, liminality, and reintroduction) and 

that rites-de-passage are a beautiful vehicle through which to explain the interaction between 

structure and agency. 

 

Using Facebook  

Doing research in this day and age, especially when it is done in a modern country, makes it 

inevitable to look at the way that informants make use of social media to express themselves. 

In my case the form of social media that was most commonly used was Facebook.  

The Ulpan class I attended even had a special ‘group-page’ made exclusively for the students 

of that class. 

This Facebook group has been a great help for getting an overview of themes that play a 

central role in the lives of the olim, as well as the way that community formation amongst 

them takes place. During the research period I was faced with many questions as to how to 

use the data gained from the Facebook group because it posed several dilemmas. Firstly 

Facebook gives access to a lot of personal information, and although I had permission to use 

the information from the Facebook Ulpan group this was hard to use because I would 

inevitable use information that I had not been given permission to use. On the one hand the 

olim did ‘befriend me’ on Facebook which implies an ‘okay’ to look at all the things they post 

on their profile, but this is not necessarily an ‘okay’ to use this information for my research.  

The second problem with using Facebook is that it makes it more difficult for me to protect 

the identity of respondents because they use their names and surnames on Facebook. Even 
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though I have used codenames throughout this research it would still be possible, with a little 

puzzling, to trace back who is whom.  

Which is why eventually I have decided not to use the Facebook data as an integral aspect of 

this research, but rather as a form of digital participant observation. The data gained from the 

‘digital’ observation has been used to enrich certain chapters and fill gaps in the participant 

observation done ‘ao vivo’. The importance of using the data from Facebook I found was that 

it provides a way of doing participant observation in which the influence of the presence of 

the researcher has been reduced to an absolute minimum. When doing participant observation 

in the field, the researcher remains a very visible object with his notebook and pen. On the 

Internet my presence cannot be denied, as I was part of the Ulpan Facebook group, yet my 

presence is not constantly noted leading to a situation of interaction where my the influence as 

a researcher was reduced substantially. 

 

Personal reflections 

When returning from the fieldwork at several occasions the question was asked whether I 

would consider myself to be a researcher and whether it was a career that I would want to 

pursue in the future. The answer to this question is: probably not. During the research I 

struggled with many moral dilemmas concerning my research and position as a researcher in a 

conflict region such as Israel. To understand the angle of this research it is important to tell a 

little bit about my experiences in Israel prior to going there to do research. During the summer 

of 2010 I spend two months travelling and studying in Israel. During this period I frequently 

travelled to Ramallah and other cities in the Occupied Territories to meet up with Palestinian 

friends who were unable to travel to Israel. During one of these visits I experienced an attack 

of the Israeli army on what was supposed to be a non-violent demonstration. This experience, 

along with others in the Occupied Territories, influenced the way my opinion about Israel and 

the Israeli government. In Holland I am not considered to be very left-wing, in Israel people 

consider me to be very left-wing. As one friend once told me: ‘you are so left-wing that you 

fall of the scale.’ Throughout my research this created problems because my research 

population, on average, were right-wing people, who would have very different opinions on 

the state of affairs in Israel. These opinions would sometimes border on what I consider to be 

racism. And this confronted me with my role as a researcher in a very unpleasant way: in 

order to not jeopardize the rapport I had build up with the olim I would need to hold my 

tongue when they would say things I found unfair or racist. I spend my hours pondering how 

to deal with this situation but eventually I found refuge in the lessons of Rabinow’s famous 
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book ‘Reflections on Fielwork in Marocco’ (2007). The main lesson that Rabinow conveys is 

one of tolerance and self-reflection. Yet, it is one thing when as a researcher your opinions 

differ from those of your informants; it is another when the opinions and actions of your 

informants attack the notions underlying the UN charter. Throughout my research I felt that 

my research could be used to facilitate Aliyah to Israel, a feeling that was confirmed when 

one of my informants mentioned that his Jewish agency in the States was willing to offer me a 

substantial amount of money if I would stay in Israel and continue this research, sending them 

the end results. This particular event confronted me with my worst fears: because before 

going to Israel I had vowed to myself that I did not ‘want to be part of the wrong that I 

condemn’ (Thoreau) whilst at the same time doing research that could make making Aliyah 

easier. This made me realize that, if I would ever do research again, I would do it from a more 

‘Scheper-Hughes’ position. Perhaps this is my character flaw that I am unwilling or unable to 

do research amongst people that hold such different opinions than I do. But perhaps 

something can be said for the researcher who is aware of the damage he might do and who 

does not just record injustice but also tries to change it. 
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Annex II: Ministry of Interior Disposition Hebrew  

(Website ministry of absorption) 
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Annex II: Ministry of Interior Disposition English 

 

I declare that it was explained to me that I am entitled to come to Israel: 
I. 

1. On an Oleh visa by right of the Law of Return if I wish to settle here 
immediately; 

2. Or with a Student Visa, if I intend to come to Israel for study purposes only 
3. Or with a Tourist Visa if I do not desire to settle in Israel at this point in time 
4. Or with an A1 Visa if I wish to explore my options over the next three years 

II. Furthermore, it has been explained to me that when I receive my A1 Visa I will be 
entitled to some benefits for new immigrants, which I can use only once and will not be 
able to use them again when I change my status from A1 to Oleh. 
 

III. I declare that: 
1. I have not stayed in Israel in the past as an Oleh (resident) or with an A1 Visa 

(Temporary Resident) 
2. I was in Israel during these years___________________________ 

Under this status________________________________________ 
My Israeli ID number was_________________________________ 

3. My Spouse was in Israel during these years___________________ 
Under this status________________________________________ 
His/her Israeli ID number was________________________________ 

 
 
____________________           __________________ 

Signature of Declarer        Date 
 
 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
I, the undersigned, do hereby affirm that the above appeared before me, and 

assuring me they fully understand the contents of the documents, did sign in my 
presence. 
 

_______________  ______________   _______________  
Name of Undersigned    Position    Signature 

 

 

 

(website ministry of absorption) 
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     Annex III: Compilation of fieldwork photos 
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Annex III: Compilation of fieldwork photos 
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Annex IV Research summary in Hebrew 

 

סיכום המחקר:  

 

מחקר זה מתמקד בדרך שבה עולים חדשים לישראל נותנים תוכן ומשמעות לעליה שלהם.  

העולים הינם בשיח מתמיד עם החברה והמוסדות הישראליים בנוגע למיקומם ותפקידם בתוך החברה. התפקיד 

הם מקום מאד מעניין בחברה. מחקר זה שלהם, והמקום שהם תופסים, נמצא תחת מאבק ושינוי תמידי, מה שנותן ל

מתבונן על העליה כעל בגד שעשוי מסוגים שונים של בד, וחוקר את ריבוי המשמעויות והשכבות של העליה. זה 

איך הם תופסים את   יעשה באמצעות הסתכלות על מי הם העולים החדשים; מה המוטיבציה שלהם לעשות עליה;

עבר שהם עוברים ואיך הם מציגים את העליה דרך השתתפות פיזית טכסי מ 4העליה באמצעות הסתכלות על 

בחברה.  

מחקר זה יחשוף את ריבוי הרבדים של העליה והעולים החדשים ובנוסף את היחסים בין מבנה וסוכנות, הכללה 

.Giddensו Bourdieuוניתוק,  עצמי והאחר והמשכיות ושינוי בעזרת תיאוריה מובנית שפותחה ע"י   

גיש את החשיבות של להכיר באינדיבידואליות של הדמויות, לספר את סיפורם כמו שהוא, ובאותו זמן מחקר זה מד

להבין שתפיסת הפרספקטיבה במחקר זה תלויה בעין המתבונן.  

 


