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	MAIN POINTS


	
			The arrival of more than one million immigrants from the former USSR, back in the1990s and post-2000, has resulted in asurge in Israel’s demographic and economic potential, sealed the domination of right­-wing parties on the Israeli political scene and in public discourse, left its mark on Israel’s historical policy, and finally, contributed anew language and previously unfamiliar customs to the country’s cultural mosaic.


			Russian­-speaking newcomers from the former Soviet republics were the first wave of immigration in Israel’s history to have so consis­tently refused to distance themselves from the culture of the countries they hail from. They continued to speak their language, observe their customs and nurture their ties with their home countries; they adapted to their new lives in their own unique manner, while maintaining numerous elements of their former identity. However, at the same time, most of them have accepted their new Israeli national identity, which includes being proud of their new state and displaying ardent patriotism.


			Despite the fact that, three decades from the collapse of the USSR, Russian­-speaking Israelis continue on average to be less affluent and underrepresented in many spheres of life, struggle with negative clichés and are not all fluent in Hebrew, as agroup they are relatively well­-integrated into society and do not pose serious challenges to the state (incontrast, for example, to the ultra­-Orthodox Jews, West Bank settlers and the Arab population). Itshould be assumed that although the Russian­-speaking Israeli population will continue to exist for many years, the boundary between it and the rest of Israeli citizens will become increasingly blurred, their feeling of collective identity will increasingly weaken, and the political significance of this group will continue to shrink, due to natural demographic processes and this group’s ongoing integration into the mainstream of Israeli society.


			Despite this group’s size and generally successful integration into society, Russian­-speaking Israelis have never become amajor interest/influence group which could impact on the state’s life in aconsistent and coordinated manner. Although the ‘Russian’ vote has ­repeatedly sealed major changes in Israel’s domestic policy over the last thirty years, its political representation has been disproportionately small compared to its demographic potential, and its specific problems have remained unsolved for many years. Israel’s major political ­powers have only intermittently taken aninterest in this portion of the electorate– regardless of its size– and that usually only during election campaigns.


			Theculture of historical memory is the sphere in which the Russian­-speaking population has relatively been most successful in exerting conscious influence on its new homeland. Immigrants from the former USSR have brought along their memory of World WarII, which was shaped by the Soviet­-Russian narrative of the Great Patriotic War. This is aheroic narrative, focused on the decisive role of the Red Army (including its Jewish soldiers) in the victory over Nazi Germany. Due to consistent efforts by Russian­-speaking Israelis, ele­ments of this narrative have permeated into the Israeli culture of memory, for example in the form of monuments and national holi­days. InIsrael’s historical policy, the ‘Russian’ motives are viewed as elements of secondary importance compared to the centrally­-located memory of the Holocaust; however, they form aunique bridge between Israel and the Russian Federation (RF) which can be used when the political need arises.


			Thepresence of alarge group of immigrants from the former USSR has translated into adense network of interpersonal contacts between Israel and their respective countries of origin, mainly Russia and Ukraine. However, this does not determine Israel’s policy towards Moscow and Kyiv. For example, the recent intensification of Israeli­-Russian relations (particularly noticeable post-2015), combined with Israel’s pro­-Russian decisions, can only be attributed to the situation in the region and to the RF’s increasing influence in the Middle East. Thefact that Israel is home to aRussian­-speaking community facilitates communication between the two states and contributes to the emergence of afavourable context for political, diplomatic and military relations, without determining their directions.


			Billionaire oligarchs hailing from post­-Soviet states who hold Israeli citizenship are another group that deserves attention. This group includes several dozen individuals who mainly reside in Russia and have ties to the Russian political leadership. Atthe same time, they are involved in business undertakings and charity initiatives in Israel. Thefull extent of their activity in Israel is difficult to gauge due to its largely low­-profile nature; however, representatives of this group own significant financial assets and offer major donations to social, educational and charity initiatives. This has earned many of them the status of respected businessmen and philanthropists and provided them with easy access to the Israeli state’s elites.

	


	INTRODUCTION


	Thepresence in Israel of around one million immigrants from the former USSR, Russian­-speaking politicians who are members of the government and of the Knesset, Russian­-language media, the Victory Day marches held in the streets on 9May and the fact that the language of Pushkin is spoken in the public space all contribute to the impression that the community of immigrants from Russia and other former Soviet republics plays aspecial role in Israel.


	Inthe historical sense, this impression is correct. Although the Zionist idea was articulated most clearly at the turn of the twentieth century in Vienna by Theodor Herzl, it was Eastern European Jews who put it into practice. When viewed in terms of state citizenship, these were mainly Russian Jews. Russia, in its pre-1918 borders, was the country of origin for the vast majority of Jews who came to Palestine in the first three ­aliyahs, or waves of immigration, following the emergence of the Zionist movement (from 1882 to1923). Inaddition, Russia was the country of birth and youth of the founding fathers and mothers of Israeli statehood, including David Ben-Gurion (thefirst Prime Minister of Israel), Chaim Weizmann (thefirst President), Levi Eshkol1 (thethird Prime Minister), Golda Meir (his successor)– just as in the case of the majority of prominent activists representing all shades of Zionism, ranging from the left­-leaning ones to the right­-wing revisionists led by Ze’ev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky. TheSocialist ideas brought in from Russia were animportant source of inspiration for the labour Zionism which was politically dominant in the first three decades of Israeli statehood. From the historical perspective, it can be said that immigrants from Russia were both alasting element of the Zionist project and its most prominent enforcers.


	However, it is much more difficult to assess the place and importance of the Russian­-speaking population in present­-day Israel. Theimmigrants who came to the Levant at the beginning of the twentieth century were mainly rooted in the Yiddish­-language shtetl culture, which was acultural enclave within the Russian state, and had astrong motivation to emigrate (fear of pogroms, Zionist ideology, economic reasons). Once they arrived, they embarked on anew life. Inturn, most of the members of the ‘Russian’ community in Israel today only arrived there in the1990s, and had acultural background and identity that had been shaped by the USSR. They were very strongly attached to the heritage of their country of origin and– at least at the moment of their arrival– far from Zionist zeal. Inaddition, unlike the pioneers of Zionism, they arrived in anindependent country, which by then had existed for more than 40years and had developed its own distinct culture and social hierarchies. Therefore, upon their arrival they found themselves caught between two very different realities.


	Thepurpose of this text is to attempt to sum up the process involving this group’s adaptation to their new life in Israel and Israeli society’s adaptation to these newcomers, and to assess the degree to which immigrants from the former USSR have changed the life of the Israeli state. Thefirst part provides information on what the ‘Russian’ Israeli population is and what elements it is composed of; part two offers adiscussion of this group’s unique nature against the backdrop of Israel’s other citizens, and the final part provides answers to all these questions.


	Theattempt to characterise agroup that is so large, diverse and– what is equally important– constantly changing over time carries the inevitable risk of simplifications, generalisations and other types of distortions. Therefore, this text should be viewed as asystematic, yet by definition obviously imperfect and non­-exhaustive attempt at taking acloser look at acomplex social and political reality.


	I. THE ‘RUSSIAN STREET’: DEFINITION, SIZE, STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT


	Inthe period between 1989 and 2018, around 1.1million individuals from the USSR and the former Soviet republics relocated to Israel. They joined agroup of around 150,000 immigrants who had emigrated to Israel from that region back in the1970s. Atpresent, as aresult of demographic processes and secondary migration, just over 900,000 individuals born in the post­-Soviet area now live in Israel.2 Alongside aportion of the ‘second generation’ (i.e.children born in Israel to immigrants from the former USSR), whose size is difficult to assess, they form acommunity of more than amillion individuals, i.e.more than 10% of Israeli society. This community is referred to as ‘Russians’, the ‘Russian­-speakers’, ‘immigrants’ or ‘repatriates’ from the former Soviet Union, the ‘Russian street’3 and ‘Russian Israel’, depending on the attitude of the speaker.4


	Despite this group’s collective image and the numerous clichés associated with it (both positive– educated, diligent, ambitious; and negative– ­alcoholics, members of organised crime gangs, prostitutes, gentiles, racists), it is internally highly diversified. Itis composed of individuals who relocated to Israel at various periods, in various circumstances and for various reasons. Each of them has their own unique experience in adapting (more or less successfully) to the new reality and the degree of ‘Russianness’ with which they themselves identify. Factors determining these differences mainly include: the exact moment and circumstances of their arrival in Israel, their country of origin, the degree of their integration with Israeli society, the degree of their attachment to the language and culture of their original homeland, their social status and their outlook on life. Inaddition, not everyone who (onthe basis of objective criteria such as place of birth) may be considered amember of this group should indeed be viewed as amember ofit. Some immigrants (especially those who relocated to Israel as children and teenagers) have become assimilated into the Israeli cultural mosaic and do not feel any particular connection with their country of origin or their first language. For their part, some immigrants from non­-Slavic regions of the former USSR, such as the North and South Caucasus and Central Asia, have, in terms of culture, religion and political behaviour, actually assimilated into the Sephardic portion of Israeli society than into the community of immigrants from Russia and Ukraine.5


	Toput it simply, the Russian­-speaking Israeli population is composed of three main waves of immigration, or aliyahs: the first, which lasted from the late 1960s to the late 1970s; the second, which was the biggest and occurred in the1990s; and the third, which happened in the twenty­-first century.6 Due to the fact that the phenomenon of the ‘Russian street’, with its unique subculture and numerous clichés, emerged following the second of these aliyahs, this will be the central theme of this paper, and the main points discussed in the second part of the text will mainly focus onit.


	1. The1970s aliyah: the ‘Zionist’ aliyah


	Immediately after the end of World WarII there was alarge­-scale exodus of Jews from many Eastern European states, which was tolerated by their Communist authorities (for example around 200,000 individuals7 emigrated from or fled Poland in1945–8). However, the Soviet authorities did not allow the Soviet Jewish population to leave the USSR. This is why in the first decade of Israel’s existence (1948–1958), when more than 900,000 immigrants arrived in the newly­-established state, the proportion of newcomers from the Soviet Union was less than 1% of this group as awhole.


	Inthe USSR, larger groups of Jews were only allowed to leave the country at the beginning of the1970s. This happened in anatmosphere of détente between the West and the Eastern bloc, and as aresult of pressure on the Soviet Union from the United States. One element of this pressure was the 1974 Jackson–Vanik amendment that introduced restrictions in trade between the US and those states which were limiting the freedom of emigration.


	Asaconsequence, in 1969–79 more than 150,000 immigrants arrived in Israel.8 Despite the fact that this group was internally diversified, it is frequently referred to as the Zionist aliyah, i.e.one which was ideologically-motivated. Israel’s spectacular victory in the so­-called Six­-Day War in1967 was among several important factors that accelerated migration. Onthe one hand, it boosted the feeling of national pride among many Soviet Jews, and on the other it sparked astate­-sponsored ‘anti­-Zionist’ (and de facto anti­-Semitic) campaign in the USSR.9


	TheSoviet aliyah of the1970s (inparticular its first years) mainly included individuals who were aware of their Jewish identity and tried to preserve it as much as possible within the realities of atotalitarian state. They were determined to leave the Soviet Union and to relocate to Israel specifically, not to any other country, and were ready to risk falling into disfavour with the authorities as aresult of their efforts to obtain a­permission to leave the country. Many of these individuals came from the non­-Slavic and relatively less Sovietised parts of the USSR, such as the Baltic republics, Georgia and Moldova, life in which had allowed them to preserve their identity to asomewhat greater extent. Having said that, some of the newcomers (particularly in the mid- and late1970s) were also ordinary people who had left their country seeking abetter life.10


	Otkazniks (from the Russian otkaz– refusal) or refuseniks, i.e.individuals who were repeatedly refused anexit visa to Israel by the authorities and were persecuted for intending to relocate there, were the symbolic representatives of this aliyah. Anumber of prominent figures representing this movement, such as the ‘prisoners of Zion’ Natan Sharansky (released in1986 after nine years of incarceration in alabour camp) and Yuli Edelstein (released in1987 after three years of imprisonment), later played animportant role in the life of their new homeland (see further).


	Despite adegree of prejudice displayed by Israeli society at that time, which has affected all aliyahs regardless of their origin,11 the newcomers from the USSR successfully adapted to the new reality, mainly owing to their determination to become Israeli citizens. Tofit into the consistently promoted image of anideal immigrant, which at that time equated to the concept of the ‘new man’ who severs his ties with the diaspora culture, they not only learned Hebrew but also frequently stopped speaking Russian at home and changed their first names and/or surnames to Hebrew­-sounding ones. Aretired Israeli intelligence general, who was born in Riga and came to Israel in1972 as achild, recalls this process in the following manner: “Inour class at school nearly half of pupils had come from the USSR but when we spoke to each other we used Hebrew. When Ispotted my father reading abook in Russian, Iwould shut it and shout at him that he should be reading in Hebrew”.12 Inaddition, the process of this group’s integration into the local population was accelerated by the fact that back in the1970s immigrants from the Soviet Union were unable to maintain their ties with their country of origin, even if they had wanted to.13


	Individuals who were children or teenagers when they came to Israel back in the1970s today hold prominent posts (although rarely top­-level posts) in public administration, the military and government structures.14 Atthe same time, this generation of immigrants is still far from homogenous. Thefeeling of belonging to the Russian­-speaking population is different for each member of this group. Some of them have lost contact with the language and culture of their country of origin; ­others continue to speak the language but do not identify with the ‘Russian’ group,15 while still others actively nurture their ‘Russianness’ (asdefined according to their own unique criteria). Theestimated size of the latter group is around 35,000–40,000 individuals.16


	2. The1990s aliyah: the ‘great’ aliyah or the ‘sausage’ aliyah?


	Although, as mentioned earlier in the text, the immigrants from (broadly understood) Russia were among some of the largest immigrant groups that came to Palestine, and then to Israel from the beginning of the ­Zionist movement, the phenomenon of a‘Russian’ Israel de facto emerged in its present form following the aliyah of the1990s.


	Over adecade, around 870,000 new citizens17 arrived in Israel, which in1989 had 4.6million inhabitants. Most of the newcomers relocated from Russia and Ukraine (around 30% each) and the remaining portions came from Uzbekistan, Belarus, Moldova and other former Soviet republics.18 InIsrael, this wave of immigration is referred to as the great Russian aliyah.


	Theactual number of immigrants is not the only aspect in which the 1990s aliyah differed from that of the1970s. Although retrospectively it is impossible to measure the strength of Jewish identity among those who immigrated to Israel at that time (especially considering this group’s size and diversity), it can be assumed that for most of them, the main incentive to their decision to relocate to Israel was economic reasons and the deep crisis in their homelands resulting from the collapse of the USSR. This means that when taking their decision they were motivated not so much by their commitment to the Zionist idea as by their desire to seek abetter life after their former Soviet life had collapsed. This is why the1990s aliyah is sometimes ironically referred to as the ‘sausage’ aliyah (with sausage being asymbol of abetter material standard of living).


	Israel was not necessarily the emigrants’ first choice of new country. This is evidenced by the fact that back in the1980s around 80% of Jews who obtained permission to leave the USSR relocated to the United States. This came as amajor challenge to Israel, which since its establishment had intended to increase its demographic potential, but in the1980s recorded the lowest number of immigrants in history.19 Asaconsequence, the Yitzhak Shamir government launched talks with the US authorities at the end of the1980s which resulted in significant limitations to the legal opportunities enabling Soviet Jews to relocate to the US, starting from October1989.20


	Inaddition, by means including its special Nativ service, the government made every effort to ensure that individuals holding anIsraeli visa actually did travel to Israel upon their departure from the USSR. Toachieve this, additional dedicated routes for facilitating the transit of large groups of Soviet emigrants were organised. Aside from the standard route which ran via Vienna, other routes were arranged via Hungary (atthe turn of1990) and Poland (in1990–2) as part of the ‘Bridge’21 opera­tion, and direct air routes to Israel were launched in mid-1991.


	Inthese circumstances, Israel became the genuine main destination for Jews emigrating from the USSR. In1989, the number of immigrants who came to Israel from the USSR was around 13,000; in1990 this number rose to 185,000, and in1991 reached 148,000. Until the end of the twentieth century, the average number of immigrants coming to Israel annually from the former USSR was between 46,000 and 68,000.22 Alongside this, large groups of Jewish emigrants from the former USSR relocated to Germany (atotal of around 200,000 individuals in 1990–2005) and the United States (more than 300,000 in the corresponding period).


	3. The2010s aliyah: the ‘Putin’ aliyah, also known as the ‘quality’ aliyah


	Following the decrease in the dynamics of immigration from the former USSR recorded in the2000s, 2014 saw arise in immigration figures. In2009–13, the total number of newcomers from all post­-Soviet states was around 7000–7500 annually. In2014, this rose to around 12,000; in2015 to around 15,000, 17,000 in2016, 19,000 in2018 and 25,000 in2019. According to data compiled by the Jewish Agency for Israel, in2014–19 the total number of immigrants from that region was around 105,000, 50%of whom from Russia and almost 40% from Ukraine.23 This suggests that the immigrants who came to Israel in2014 and later likely account (atleast on paper) for as much as 10% of Israel’s ‘Russian’ population.


	Journalists writing on the subject refer to this aliyah as the ‘Putin’ aliyah, the ‘cheese’ aliyah or the ‘quality’ aliyah. Thefirst two terms were coined to reflect the political reality that emerged in the former USSR following Vladimir Putin’s return as Russia’s President in2012. They mainly emphasise Moscow’s increasingly tough domestic policy and aggressive external policy (inparticular towards Ukraine) which resulted in Russia’s relationship with the West cooling down and sanctions being imposed on the RF. Inthis context, the term: the ‘cheese’ aliyah– coined in allusion to the ‘sausage’ aliyah– refers to the European­-made delicacies (including various types of cheese) subject to the import restrictions which the Russian authorities introduced as part of counter­-sanctions targeting the EU member states.


	Theterm ‘quality’ aliyah, for its part, suggests that this group of immigrants included educated and affluent individuals whose decision to emigrate was not economically­-motivated but rather driven by their desire to seek stability and better legal and political standards.24 According to aninside joke, ‘all the poor Jews had left [Russia] in the1990s’ and those who remained there were perceived as either holders of well­-paid jobs or owners of profit­-making businesses.25 However, no data is available to clearly establish whether the levels of education and personal wealth of these immigrants was indeed higher among the ‘Putin’ aliyah than that recorded in previous waves of immigration.


	Similarly, it is difficult to assess what proportion of the new citizens actually remained in Israel to reside there permanently.26 Inaninterview published in anIsraeli newspaper in2019, arepresentative of the Jewish Agency said that 25% of immigrants from post­-Soviet states return to their country of origin immediately once they are issued anIsraeli passport.27 Figures presented in autumn 2020 by the ‘HaMakor’ investigative TVprogramme (allegedly obtained from the Israeli Interior Ministry) suggest that in fact this proportion may be as high as45%.28 According to these reports, since 2017 there has been arapid increase in the number of individuals applying for Israeli citizenship but not intending to relocate to Israel permanently. This is because since 2017, as aresult of efforts by a‘Russian’ party Yisrael Beiteinu (which literally means: Israel Our Home), immigrants have been entitled to receive Israeli passports almost immediately upon their arrival in Israel rather than after several months of residence, which had been acompulsory requirement in the previous system.


	There is no doubt that some of the newcomers from the former USSR mainly view the opportunity to live in Israel, astate in which ‘Russian is spoken but citizens are respected according to American standards’,29 as asafe haven for their families and their capital in which they can find refuge should the situation in their original homeland deteriorate. Another important factor is the fact that holders of Israeli passports can travel much more freely than holders of Russian, Ukrainian and Bela­rusian passports.


	Thefact that even those immigrants who permanently relocate to Israel maintain their strong interest in the situation in their countries of origin is evidenced by the solidarity initiatives they organise to show support for opposition movements in post­-Soviet regimes. Nosuch actions were recorded among members of the previous waves of immigration. These initiatives take the form of statements published in the Russian­-language media and on social media platforms, and street rallies held across Israel, for example, in protest against Russia’s aggression towards Ukraine, the arrest of Alexei Navalny in Russia, and as demonstrations of solidarity with the protestors in Belarus.30


	Despite the relatively small number of attendees– for example, only around 1500 participants attended the biggest rally organised in support of Navalny (inJanuary 2021 in Tel­-Aviv)– these demonstrations are anovelty in Israel. What is new is both their subject matter, related to the situation in aforeign country, and the very fact that the Russian­-speaking citizens have become involved in aspontaneous, grassroots political activity of akind in which they had not previously participated.


	Many representatives of the 1990s aliyah disapprove of this behaviour; they argue that the ‘Putin’ aliyah immigrants treat Israel instrumentally, have no emotional bond with it, and are more interested in the situation in Russia and Ukraine than in their new homeland. Thetwo groups differ in other aspects as well. Thenew immigrants tend to settle in the Tel Aviv metropolis and surrounding area, rather than in the usual locations with the largest Russian­-speaking population such as the cities of Ashdod and Ashkelon. Asregard their outlook on life, unlike the representatives of previous aliyahs, these immigrants are more liberal and individualistic, more critical of many elements of Israeli reality, and more distanced from Israeli ultra­-patriotism. This is another sphere in which conflicts between representatives of the two groups emerge.


	4. The‘money’ aliyah: the oligarchs


	Billionaire oligarchs from the former Soviet republics form aunique group of Russian­-speaking Israeli citizens. According to TheMarker daily, in2020 seven out of the 100richest Israelis were from the former USSR: five from Russia, one from Ukraine and one from Kazakhstan.31


	Inturn, according to aranking compiled by Forbes, in2020 at least ten out of the 200 wealthiest Russians also held Israeli citizenship. Four of them– Mikhail Fridman (8thplace), Roman Abramovich (10th), ­Viktor Vekselberg32 (12th) and German Khan (14th) are among Russia’s top billionaires. Other holders of Israeli citizenship include Viacheslav Moshe Kantor (25thplace), Yuri Milner (27th) and Viacheslav ­Mirilash­vili (110th).33 Asregards prominent representatives of the Ukrainian business and political world, one important holder of Israeli citizenship is Ihor Kolomoyski, the oligarch associated with the city of Dnipro, one of Ukraine’s richest34 and most influential35 people, and apatron and sponsor of Volodymyr Zelensky’s presidential campaign.36 Other holders of Israeli citizenship include the billionaire Hennadiy Boholyubov, Kolomoyski’s former business partner, and Vadym Rabinovych, aJewish activist and deputy in the Verkhovna Rada (Ukraine’s parliament), and aleader of the pro­-Russian Opposition Platform– For Life party.37 Another individual listed as one of the wealthiest Israelis is Alexander Mashkevich, amining industry tycoon, and co­-owner of the Eurasian Resources Group which mines natural resources in Kazakhstan, Brazil and six African countries.


	With some exceptions, most of these individuals do not permanently ­reside in Israel38 and do not participate in the life of the Russian-speaking population. However, they are listed among the wealthiest Israeli citizens,39 own property in Israel, do business there and– like many wealthy representatives of the Jewish diaspora from other countries– fund social, charity and religious initiatives. This has earned them the status of respected philanthropists and provided them with access to the Israeli state’s elites.


	TheGenesis Prize, worth US$1million and referred to as ‘the Jewish Nobel prize’, is one example of such activity and of the prestige associated withit. Itis anannual prize awarded in Jerusalem to Jewish people from all over the world for their professional achievements and attachment to Jewish values.40 Itis funded by the Genesis Philanthropy Group, which was established by the Russian billionaires Mikhail Fridman, ­German Khan and Pyotr Aven. Thefounding of the prize was announced in2012 by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu during President Putin’s visit to Israel.41 Inaddition, Prime Minister Netanyahu is afrequent guest at the award ceremony, and has on several occasions personally handed the prize to its winners.


	Another factor which gives the above­-mentioned post­-Soviet oligarchs the platform and mandate to maintain their contacts with Israel is the fact that all of them are actively involved in the operation of various Jewish organisations (national or regional), and are (orused to be) members of their executive bodies.


	Russian billionaires who hold Israeli citizenship head two of the five regional Jewish organisations affiliated with the World Jewish Congress (WJC).42 Since 2007, the European Jewish Congress (EJC), which represents around 2.5million European Jews, has been headed by Viacheslav Moshe Kantor,43 who aspires to aleadership role not only within the Jewish diaspora in Europe but also increasingly in the US. Theincom­parably smaller and less influential Euro­-Asian Jewish Congress (EAJC) is headed by Mikhail Mirilashvili.


	Inaddition, oligarchs are highly active in Jewish organisations operating at the national level. Roman Abramovich is chairman of the Board of Trustees of the Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia, which is associated with the Kremlin, and groups religious communities connected primarily with the Hasidic Chabad­-Lubavitch dynasty. Fridman, Vekselberg, Khan and Mirilashvili are members of the executive body of the secular Russian Jewish Congress (RJC). Kolomoyski is the president of the United Jewish Community of Ukraine (UJCU), which is among Ukraine’s biggest Jewish organisations, and asponsor of the impressive Menorah cultural and business centre in Dnipro.


	Asregards the political aspect, it should be emphasised that most Russian­-born billionaires holding Israeli citizenship have ties to the current Russian system of power (although the degree of closeness of their ties with the decision­-making centre varies) and can be used by the Kremlin to promote Russia’s interests if needed.44 However, other Israeli citizens and residents include former Yukos shareholders and associates of Mikhail Khodorkovsky: Leonid Nevzlin,45 Vladimir Dubov and Mikhail Brudno. Allof them fled Russia following Khodorkovsky’s arrest in2003, and at present are not only vocal critics of the Kremlin but also have aprominent place among the anti­-Putin portion of Russian­-speaking Israelis.46


	Itis difficult to assess the actual scale and nature of the post­-Soviet oligarchs’ activity in Israel because most of the time it is kept low­-profile. Although Israeli media regularly reports, for example, on the shockingly expensive property purchases made by ‘Russian’ billionaires, information on their social, business and political activity is rarely shared. For example it was only the BBC’s investigative reporting in2020 that revealed that in 2005–2018 companies associated with Roman Abramo­vich, incorporated in tax havens, had donated almost US$100million (sic!) to the Elad Foundation, which is involved in offering ideological and material support to Jewish settlers in Israeli­-occupied East Jerusalem.47 Inaddition, the oligarch has offered atotal of almost US$80million to the Chaim Sheba Medical Center (Israel’s biggest hospital)48 and US$30million to aproject involving the creation of ananotechnology centre at Tel Aviv University.49 These donations had originally been kept anonymous, but were revealed once Abramovich relocated to Israel in2018. Inaddition, he is said to have offered US$5million to the Jewish Agency for Israel (tosupport the worldwide fight against anti­-Semitism) and to have provided funding to the Yad Ezer La-Haver foundation, which is involved in helping Holocaust survivors.50


	Inaddition, business tycoons from the former USSR have offered gene­rous support to the Yad Vashem Institute. Itsprominent donors include the Genesis Philanthropy Group, Mikhail Mirilashvili, Viacheslav Moshe Kantor, the Euro­-Asian Jewish Congress, Ihor Kolomoyski and Hennadiy Boholyubov.51 Since 2019, Kantor has been Chancellor of the Yad Vashem Council.52


	Moreover, Kantor has founded the Kantor Center for the Study of Contemporary European Jewry at Tel Aviv University. Itis headed by Prof.Dina Porat, who at the same time serves as chief historian atYad Vashem. Since 2011, the Center has published annual global reports on anti­-Semitism. These reports are among the main analytical materials upon which basis the EJC, another organisation headed by Kantor, makes its assessments regarding the spread of anti­-Semitism in Europe.


	Historical memory is another area in which Russian oligarchs are active. For example, they offer regular financial support to initiatives focused on building monuments connected with the Soviet past in various locations in Israel, for example the huge wing­-shaped Victory Monument in Netanya and the memorial to the victims of the siege of Leningrad (see further).53


	Asregards business undertakings, Russian­-speaking billionaires (first and foremost Roman Abramovich)54 frequently invest in Israeli start­-ups and companies operating in the new technology sector. For example, ­Viktor Vekselberg invested in the Fifth Dimension company, which is active in the cyber security sector and used to be headed by Benny Gantz, former Chief of General Staff of the Israel Defence Forces and the current defence minister. Thefact that the US imposed personal sanctions on Vekselberg is thought to be one of the reasons behind the closedown of this company in2018.55


	Thehardest information to obtain involves the details on the connections between the Russian billionaires and the Israeli political world. Inthis context, the Israeli media has mainly focused on Mirilashvili and his close ties with, for example, Aryeh Deri, Israel’s longtime interior minister (representing the ultra­-Orthodox Shas party), and Ze’ev Elkin (aformer close collaborator of Benjamin Netanyahu). In2017, Mirilashvili and his son Yitzhak were interrogated by the police over donations worth more than US$500,000 they had offered to religious organisations run by Deri’s wife. Other reports in the Israeli media suggested that major donations (worth US$3million) had been offered to Shas and various Sephardic ultra­-Orthodox institutions related toit.56


	Tosum up, it should once again be emphasised that the publicised reports regarding the activity of Russian oligarchs are most likely just the tip of the iceberg. This makes it impossible to precisely assess the genuine status of these individuals and the scale of their influence. However, there is no doubt that this group’s activity has been under close scrutiny by Israeli special services.


	II. THE ‘RUSSIAN STREET’: AN ATTEMPT AT ADESCRIPTION


	TheRussian­-speaking Israeli population, which mainly formed ­following the1990s aliyah, differs from the rest of Israeli society in terms of language, culture, socio­-economic status, their views on Jewishness, their political behaviour, historical memory and the specific problems affecting this group. Each of the aspects determining the otherness of the new Israelis was most evident in the period immediately following their arrival in Israel. Over time, as they integrated into Israeli society, this otherness diminished– but all its aspects continue to exist. Analysing these issues will help to understand what the ‘Russian street’ is and how it impacts on the life of the state.


	1. TheRussian-speaking socio-cultural enclave and its place in Israeli society


	The‘great Russian aliyah’ of the1990s was unprecedented in the history of Israel, not only due to its size but also to the type of its immigrants. Despite the deeply embedded anti­-Semitic stereotypes among the Soviet public, and various forms of discrimination by the Soviet state administration bodies, most of the new immigrants were firmly rooted in Soviet reality in terms of their culture, career and private life. Unlike in the1970s aliyah, which mainly comprised inhabitants of the Soviet regions, the representatives of the1990s aliyah usually came from the USSR’s Slavic republics, principally Russia and Ukraine. Most of them were members of afully secularised urban middle class: physicians, teachers, engineers, scientists, musicians, sportspeople,etc., who most likely would not have emigrated if the USSR had not collapsed. For most of them, no matter which post­-Soviet state they came from, Russian was their native language, and the Russian­-language Soviet culture was their cultural background.


	Inthis context, Israeli researcher Larissa Remennick writes that as aresult of decades of forced secularisation, most Soviet Jews had departed from their religion and from the Yiddish culture. “Ifthey had any deities at all, these were Pushkin and Chekhov, Pasternak and Bulgakov (asthe icons of Russian high culture), on one hand, and social mobility (expressed in the cult of education and professionalism), on the ­other”.57 This is why American historian Yuri Slezkine referred to them as “the most Soviet and most successful of all Soviet communities”,58 and Remen­nick described them as “aperfect sample of the social type known as Homo Sovieticus”.59


	Due to this unique socio­-cultural attitude, even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, when the vast majority of the around 1.4million Soviet Jews60 had left their old homeland (and relocated mainly to Israel, the US and Germany), this group continued to maintain the feeling of belonging to “aunique extraterritorial community held together by its common past”61 (see Appendix2).


	Upon their arrival in Israel, most ‘Russian’ immigrants knew little about their new homeland. However, at the same time many of them felt that although the country they had come from was characterised by lower living standards and amore limited availability of consumer goods, it boasted amuch more advanced spiritual and technical culture. Ajournalist from the Russian­-language Vesti daily wrote: “Thesecular Israeli culture, even if it has major achievements, is not particularly impressive to well­-educated Russian immigrants because it is ayoung, mostly imitative and parochial culture”.62 Immigrants from the former USSR, who associated Jewishness with university education– or at least aspirations towards such– were appalled with the fact that in Israel some Jews were poorly educated, had alow professional status and were not very cultured. This impression was particularly strong during their contacts with representatives of the Sephardic portion of Israeli society who had come from the Arab states. TheRussian­-speaking immigrants tended to perceive them as ignorant and primitive, but had no choice but to interact with them in the outlying residential districts and while doing the low­-paid jobs which most of them took up on their arrival in Israel.


	Even if the ‘Russian immigrants’’ self­-image as high­-culture enthusiasts, book lovers and theatregoers was somewhat exaggerated, and in practice their contact with famous ‘Russian literature’ frequently equated to their association with post­-Soviet popular culture rather than the literary classics, they were genuinely proud of the grand culture of their country of origin63 and did not intend to distance themselves fromit. Thesize of the new aliyah precluded any attempts to pressurise its representatives into accelerating their assimilation into Israeli society.


	Inaddition, while in previous aliyahs the immigrants had “joined asociety that had built arobust system of values focused on aquick formation of anation”, the1990s immigrants arrived in anIsrael that was divided into areligious and asecularised portion of society, into Mizrahi Jews and Ashkenazi Jews, the left and the right. Infact, each of these camps had its own vision of the state’s future, and the political and cultural hegemony of the secular Zionist Ashkenazi elite was being challenged.64 Shimon Peres of the Israeli Labour Party offered asymbolic summary of this process in1996, when he was defeated by Benyamin Netanyahu as candidate for prime minister; in asubsequent interview, one of his remarks was interpreted to mean that ‘the Jews had beaten the Israelis’.


	Thespirit of the age– involving ‘the end of history’, the triumph of libe­ral democracy and the market economy– was among the factors that contributed to Israel abandoning its policy of centralised management of the integration of new citizens using the so­-called ‘absorption centres’, which it had pursued in previous decades, and focusing on the ‘direct absorption’ model. Inthis variant, on arrival in Israel each immigrant received an‘absorption basket’ from the state and decided on their own how to use it, which equated to them becoming integrated into society on their own terms.


	Asaconsequence, although alarge portion of the newcomers from the former USSR did gradually adapt to the new reality, they did not change their Slavic­-sounding first names and surnames, continued to speak Russian in their everyday life, read Russian books, followed the Russian­-language and Russian media, and attended shows by Soviet/Russian stars on tour in Israel. This indicates that unlike any other culture of any other group of immigrants from the Jewish diaspora (including the Yiddish culture, not to mention the Polish, Hungarian and Romanian culture) the Russian speakers managed to preserve their language and distinct culture, and formed anautonomous community within the Hebrew­-speaking Israeli society.


	Social organisations, cultural institutions and the media are the backbone of the Russian­-speaking Israeli population. Inthe 1990s and the 2000s, in Israel there were around 130 various Russian­-language newspapers and magazines (including five or six dailies), and several TVchannels and radio stations broadcasting Russian­-language content.65 Itshould be emphasised that regardless of their very diverse ownership structure,66 these were and continue to be Israeli media, focusing on issues which are important for Israeli citizens and presenting the national Israeli point of view.


	Asaresult of the rise of the Internet, the crisis affecting traditional media outlets and the gradual integration of the ‘Russian street’ into the mainstream of Israeli society, the number and importance of the Russian­-language media has decreased (for example, not asingle Russian­-language daily is currently being published). Despite this fact, this niche in the Israeli media landscape continues to exist, and it seems unlikely that this situation will change in the foreseeable future.


	Theemergence and continued existence of ‘Russian­-speaking’ Israel has also been facilitated by anumber of additional factors which have helped the immigrants to nurture interpersonal contacts and to maintain their cultural links with their countries of origin. These factors included the popularisation of satelliteTV and the Internet, and the increasing availability of air travel. Another important fact involved significant, economically motivated concentrations of immigrants from the former USSR in several urban centres including Bat Yam, Ashdod, Ashkelon and Beersheba.67 In2015, the share of these cities’ Russian­-speaking population was30, 25, 24 and 22percent respectively.68


	Tosum up, it should be stated that the emergence of the1990s aliyah has resulted in the formation of aunique, Russian­-speaking socio­-cultural enclave in Israel. Ithas its own media outlets, associations, cultural institutions, respected figures and even political parties (more on this further in the text). Itexists parallel to the mainstream of Israeli culture, and the rest of Israel’s citizens de facto know very little aboutit.69 Atthe same time, involvement in the life of this enclave does not stand in contradiction to one’s more broadly understood Israeli identity. Inaninterview, Ze’ev Hanin, chief expert at the Israeli Ministry of Aliyah and Integration, said that in Israel there is a“Russian­-language subculture, but there is no Russian ghetto”. According to him, this subculture is “firstly Jewish, secondly Israeli, and only thirdly Russian”.70


	Atpresent, i.e.thirty years from the beginning of the1990s aliyah, the immigrants from the former USSR form aunique category of Israelis, and one of the many elements of the local cultural mosaic. They continue to speak their language, observe their culture, run their media outlets and social organisations, preserve their political uniqueness, while at the same time most of them remain ardent Israeli patriots. Theboundaries between this group and the mainstream of Israeli social life are becoming increasingly blurred. Although there are categories of problems typical of the Russian­-speaking population (more on this in subsequent paragraphs) and some of the newcomers still do not speak Hebrew (25%in2015)71, it should be stated that, contrary to apopular cliché, this group is well­-integrated into Israeli society as awhole, and does not cause the problems that frequently emerge as large immigrant communities adapt to their host country.


	2. Thesocio-economic status of Russian-speaking Israelis


	Many of the new citizens who arrived in Israel from the former USSR back in the1990s were educated and competent professionals (according to various sources, 55–70% of them held college or university degrees). For example, this group included more than 80,000 engineers (compared to the 30,000 local engineers who had completed their education in Israel),72 15,000 physicians and 14,000 research/other scientists. Atthe same time, these individuals were used to living in aneconomic system in which the state, aglobal empire reliant on heavy industry, was their employer. Theprocess of becoming accustomed to the capitalist labour market was painful: the country and the language were new, and the degrees they had been awarded in the USSR were frequently not recognised or even considered worthless. Inaddition, the newcomers’ skills were adequate to the size of the Soviet Union and the needs of its economy; professions which were considered prestigious and guaranteed ahigh standard of living in the USSR frequently turned out to be useless in Israel. Asearly as1991, arepresentative of the Israeli government said: “For example, thousands of dentists have arrived in this immigration. What do you do with thousands of dentists? You have to find them other jobs. You have to retrain them. We [also] have hundreds of mining engineers who have come from the Soviet Union. Hundreds. What are we supposed to do with them here? We have no mines”.73 Thesituation was similar for members of other highly regarded Soviet professions such as metallurgical, gas and hydropower engineers. Theimmigrants were offered simple jobs in agriculture, the construction sector and the service sectors which had been held by Palestinians before the first ­intifada (1989–93).74


	Ashundreds of thousands more new citizens kept arriving from the former Soviet republics, the problem of their professional skills being incompatible with the needs of the Israeli economy and labour market continued to worsen. This resulted in the temporary or permanent downgrading of many of these individuals. Thestill popular cliché of the immigrant from the former USSR who is working in asimple job for which they are highly overqualified– as security guards, cashiers, cleaners or street musicians– arose when such situations were at their commonest. Over time, some of the immigrants who had initially been forced to take up low­-paid jobs managed to return to their original professions once they had learned Hebrew and completed additional training. However, this applied to just asmall portion of this group (e.g.around athird of the engineers)75. Those who did not succeed began to feel abandoned, useless, degraded and cheated by people who prior to their departure from the USSR had told them that Israel needed ‘repatriates’ and would welcome them on its soil. This sentiment became evident as early as during the 1992 elections, when the vast majority of the new citizens (then numbering almost 400,000) voted against the Likud party government, whose policy towards the influx of immigrants was viewed as ineffective, and supported the Labour Party which had promised to offer them welfare benefits and housing assistance (see further). Some of the immigrants who failed to adapt to the new reality decided to return to their country of origin or re­-migrated. According to official statistics, 100,000 out of 1.1million individuals (i.e.around 10%) who relocated to Israel from the USSR and former Soviet republics in the period 1989–2018 have since left Israel permanently.76


	Astudy conducted in2015 by Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics showed that over the 25years since the beginning of the great Russian aliyah, the financial standing of its representatives had improved considerably, but at the same time the Russian­-speaking Israelis continued to differ from the rest of society in numerous aspects. For example, in2014 the average monthly income in ahousehold run by repatriates was 14,000 shekels (around US$4200), whereas the corresponding figure for ahousehold run by citizens who had been living in Israel for along time was more than 20,000 shekels (around US$6000). Theproportion of apartment owners was 51% for the newcomers, whereas it was 70% for Israeli­-born citizens. Employment statistics confirm that the immigrants’ social status has improved: in1995, 38% of these individuals were employed as skilled workers in the agricultural, industrial and construction sectors; 20% worked illegally as unskilled workers; 21% worked in office jobs, and 11% were employed in jobs that required auniversity degree. In2015, the corresponding figures were 20%, 8%, 29% and 24%.77


	Theimmigrants from the former USSR were particularly successful in the sectors in which energy, diligence and determination are necessary, i.e.in small and medium­-sized business and in the high­-tech sector. Inthe latter, the proportion of the1990s immigrants is more than twice as high as the proportion of these individuals in society as awhole; they account for almost 25% of all specialists working in this branch.78 TheIT sector has seen the most spectacular examples of representatives of the1990s aliyah achieving major professional success. These include Yevgeny Dibrov (theco­-founder of Armis Security) and Shahar Weisser (thedeveloper of the Gett taxi app). InIsrael, it is believed that the rise of the new technology sector would not have been possible if its educated technical workforce had not immigrated from the former Soviet republics.79


	Atthe same time, still relatively few immigrants from the1990s aliyah work in public administration as higher­-ranking military officers, academic teachers, in state­-controlled companies and in major law firms and media outlets.80 Inall these sectors, they have encountered barriers which they perceive as ‘glass ceilings’.


	Tosum up, it should be stated that although Russian­-speaking Israelis continue to earn asmaller income than Israeli­-born citizens and are underrepresented in numerous sectors of the economy, their financial standing has improved significantly compared to the situation back in the1990s and– with the exception of the difficult situation affecting many ‘Russian’ pensioners (see further)– no longer poses aserious social problem. Alongside this, the increasingly frequent opinions expressed which emphasise this group’s contribution to the development of the Israeli economy should be viewed as symbolic gestures of appreciation.


	3. Thedefinition of Jewishness


	One of the most difficult and still unresolved problems connected with the large­-scale influx of immigrants from the former USSR involves the definition of Jewishness.


	According to Jewish religious law, Jewishness is inherited matrilineally, or can be acquired by way of converting to Judaism. This means that aJew is aperson whose mother is Jewish (regardless of her own views on her Jewish identity). Inthe USSR, however, nationality was apurely secular legal category specified in each citizen’s passport documents. Itwas passed on from parents to their offspring. Prior to1974, if one’s parents represented two different nationalities, nationality was passed from the father to the child. After 1974, when citizens aged sixteen and older applied for their first passport (theso­-called internal passport), they were allowed to choose– on aone­-off basis– either of their parents’ nationalities. Ifthe nationality of one parent (e.g.Jewish or German) could potentially expose that person to discrimination, they frequently chose the other, ‘safer’ one (i.e.Russian, Ukrainianetc.).


	Aseparate problem involved this person’s self­-image and the way in which they were perceived by other people. This was to acertain degree independent from what the official documents stated. For example, individuals who had one Jewish parent and who were not considered Jews according to Jewish religious law and Soviet state rules could identify themselves as Jews. Onthe other hand, some individuals who met the religious criteria (i.e.their maternal grandmother was Jewish) did not care much about this fact. There was anelement of arbitrariness and randomness in how aperson’s ethnic identity was perceived by other people. Anindividual whose nationality was Russian according to official documents but whose surname and patronymic were Jewish­-sounding could be perceived as aJew (and discriminated against on this basis), no matter whether they considered themselves to be Jewish.


	Migrants from the USSR relocated to Israel on the basis of the ‘Law of Return’ passed in1950, which guaranteed each Jew from the diaspora the right to come to Israel and settle there. Thelaw defined Jewishness according to religious criteria (aJew is aperson who was born of aJewish mother or has converted to Judaism); however, its 1970 amendment granted the right to return to Israel to “achild and agrandchild of aJew, the spouse of aJew, the spouse of achild of aJew and the spouse of agrandchild of aJew” as well.81 Inthis way, the right to relocate to Israel was expanded to cover categories of individuals who were not Jews from the religious point of view. These included people who did have Jewish ancestors but on the ‘wrong’ side of their family tree, as well as individuals who had nothing in common with Jewry, e.g.spouses of another nationality. Atthe same time, in matters relating to one’s ‘personal status’ (i.e.marriage and divorce) Jewishness was and continues to be defined according to religious criteria alone. These matters are dealt with exclusively by rabbinical courts. Asaconsequence, major inconsistencies have arisen between the laws defining the rules for granting Israeli citizenship and the Israeli marriage laws.


	Theproblem became evident during the1990s aliyah, when ahuge group of new citizens who failed to meet the religious criterion came to Israel (according to estimates this group numbered 300,000–400,000 individuals, or around 30% of all immigrants).82 Due to the magnitude of this phenomenon, the Jewish identity of this group of immigrants as awhole started to come into question, especially by the religious portion of local Israeli society. Asaconsequence, individuals who had been discriminated against on ground of their Jewishness in the USSR started to be referred to in Israel as Russians (read: non­-Jews).


	One development that was to the new immigrants’ disadvantage was the fact that back in1993, for the first time in history, supervision of the Chief Rabbinate of Israel was transferred from rabbis associated with religious Zionism (with anationalist and pro­-state orientation) to ultra­-Orthodox rabbis. Although the reasons behind this change were unrelated to the ‘Russian aliyah’ per se (theleft­-wing government headed by Yitzhak Rabin was attempting to weaken the influence of the religious Zionists, who were opposed to the peace process with Palestinians), it had long­-term consequences for this group. Ultra­-Orthodox rabbis did not view the building of the Jewish state and the Jewish national community as their duty. Instead, they toughened the rules regarding conversion to Judaism and centralised its procedure, and tightened their regulations for verifying the Jewishness of applicants for marriage.83 These decisions had adirect impact on hundreds of thousands of newcomers from the former USSR, and continue to hamper their full integration into society.


	Doubts regarding the Jewishness of the new immigrants were fuelled by the fact that this group also included cases of persons who had relocated to Israel on the basis of fake documents, and thus had nothing in common with Jewishness or Judaism. InIsrael, this phenomenon was and continues to be anopen secret, but was never the subject of asystemic reaction from the state. Any attempt to carry out alarge­-scale verification would be risky in political terms (itcould provoke outrage from Russian­-speaking voters), would deepen the divides within society, would require the state to admit to certain mistakes, and finally would call into question the future of those individuals who would be found to have obtained Israeli citizenship illegally but later became exemplary citizens, had familiesetc.84


	Inaddition, the suspicions that the newcomers might not be Jews were aggravated by the fact that on the one hand, they were almost entirely secular and had limited (orno) knowledge of Jewish holidays and traditions, and on the other, they continued to observe Soviet customs and ate non­-kosher food (including pork). Over time, as this group became integrated into Israel’s social landscape, other citizens grew accustomed to certain traditions which had initially shocked them (for example New Year celebrations around aChristmas tree), and the newcomers’ limited religious knowledge was treated humorously, e.g.in satirical shows.85


	However, prejudice against immigrants from the former USSR and doubts regarding their Jewishness are still there. In2016, Ksenia Svetlova, aMoscow­-born Knesset member, said: “Themajority of native­-born Israelis think Russian Israelis are not Jews”.86 InJanuary 2020, ascandal broke out when Yitzhak Yosef, the Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Israel, said that “hundreds of thousands of gentiles” had come to Israel on the basis of the Law of Return, many of whom were “religion­-hating Communists”.87 Similarly, the feeling of being treated unfairly, which large numbers of Israelis share because they are not allowed to get married on the territory of the state they are citizens of, remains widespread (see further).


	4. Historical memory


	The1990s Russian aliyah came to Israel with ahistorical memory which had been shaped by the official Soviet narrative, focused on the Great Patriotic War (1941–1945) and on the celebrations of Victory Day on 9May. Intheir new homeland, the immigrants encountered another type of historical memory of World WarII, one that emphasises the Holocaust. Inthe new immigrants’ view, the contribution of the Soviet Union and the Red Army to the triumph over Nazi Germany was not sufficiently discussed and appreciated in this model. Inaddition, the newcomers were critical of the insufficient knowledge Israeli society had regarding the details of the conflict (aside from the aspect of the Holocaust) and the many hundreds of thousands88 of Soviet Jews who had fought in the ranks of the Soviet army. Inaddition, they were appalled by the fact that thousands of Soviet World WarII veterans89 who had relocated to Israel were not granted any officially­-recognised status and did not receive assistance from the state. This is why representatives of the Russian ­aliyah made active attempts to correct the local culture of remembrance. Simply put, they intended to expand the martyrological narrative of the Holocaust by adding to it aheroic account of the armed struggles contributed by the Jews to the victory over Nazi Germany, and by promoting the fact that the establishment of the State of Israel was anindirect result of the Allied victory (with the USSR being the most important of those Allies).


	Theinitiatives they carried out to achieve this goal were varied; they were launched at various levels by individuals, social organisations (e.g.veteran associations), local authorities and ‘Russian’ political parties (see further).


	Atthe central level, these efforts have resulted in two successes. Thefirst involved the Knesset enacting the ‘Status of World WarII Veterans Law’ in2000 which made veterans eligible for anumber of welfare benefits.90 Thelaw defined veterans as persons in the active military service of the Allied armies between 1September 1939 and 2September 1945, members of resistance movements and survivors of the siege of Leningrad. Theother success involved the Knesset declaring in2017 Victory in Europe Day anational holiday, to be celebrated on 9May.91 For example, the act stipulates that history classes focused on victory in World WarII should be organised in schools and military facilities, local authorities should receive funding to organise Victory Day celebrations, and aspecial meeting of parliament and aceremony in which members of government participate should be held each year on Victory Day.


	Atthe local level, the tradition of organising collective celebrations of the victory in World WarII is considerably longer. For example, more than fifty monuments commemorating World WarII in the spirit of Soviet­-Russian remembrance culture have been built on Israeli soil since 1989. Although some of them are dedicated to the victory over Nazi ­Germany in general and do acknowledge the contribution of other Allies, the Russian­-language inscriptions and the emphasis placed on the Red Army and its Jewish servicemen suggest that it is the Soviet contribution that is considered the most important. Inthis context, the following monuments are worth mentioning: the monuments to Jews who fought in World WarII (inHaifa, Eilat, Ashkelon, Beersheba, Rehovot, Karmiel, Bat Yam) and the monuments to the victims of the siege of Leningrad (Ashdod, Jerusalem) and to victory in World WarII (Netanya, Ashdod, Ofakim).92 Victory Day celebrations had been held in numerous cities in Israel, including Jerusalem, long before the Knesset declared this day anational holiday. These included marches of veterans, special concerts and wreath­-laying ceremonies, all of which continue to be held. Since 2014, marches commemorating the Immortal Regiment,93 modelled on the Russian event, have been held across Israel (in19locations in2019).


	Despite the above­-mentioned achievements, the ‘Russian street’ remains unsatisfied with the present situation; its representatives emphasise Israeli society’s insufficient knowledge of history and the fact that the state authorities are inconsistent and lack enthusiasm in many of their initiatives. For example, despite the fact that the legal act declaring 9May anational holiday contained such aprovision, no special history classes are held in schools, and the Ministry of Education has failed to prepare relevant materials.94 Theconstruction in Latrun near Jerusalem of amuseum dedicated to Jews who fought in World WarII has been ongoing since 2002, and the government has not shown any great will to finishit.95 This facility is intended to be amuseum of ‘mili­tary glory’ and the main centre commemorating Soviet veterans. Other problems include the fact that Victory Day celebrations are supervised not by the president’s or the prime minister’s office but by the Ministry of Aliyah and Integration which seems to specialise in ‘serving’ the Russian­-speaking population. Inaddition, the official government delegation taking part in the Victory Day celebrations on 9May has not as yet included the PM or the president,96 which suggests that this national holiday has adifferent status than Independence Day, Holocaust Remembrance Day and the Memorial Day for the Fallen Soldiers of the Wars of Israel and Victims of Acts of Terrorism.


	However, from the external perspective, the Russian­-speaking population’s achievements thus far in shaping Israel’s remembrance culture should be assessed as positive. Considering the fact that the1990s ­aliyah arrived in acountry which had its own specific historical narrative of World WarII, which served as one of the pillars of the state’s identity, the scope of corrections/amendments introduced to this narrative in such ashort period is impressive. Although Victory Day celebrations are not as festive in Israel as they are in Russia or Belarus, and aportion of Israeli society seems to be indifferent to this holiday, it is nevertheless anofficial national holiday which is celebrated at the central level and in numerous locations across the country. Marches of Soviet veterans are attended not only by the veterans themselves and their families but also by local residents and young Israeli army soldiers of different ethnic origins. Compared to the beginning of the1990s, this is amajor change suggesting that although the Russian­-speaking Israelis do not form agroup which could effectively impact the state’s policy in acoordinated way (see further), in historical issues their political representation has proved relatively successful.


	Alongside this, it should be emphasised that although the processes discussed above are aresult of grassroots efforts by the ‘Russian street’ and amanifestation of its genuine beliefs, they are happening with Moscow’s full approval. Thefact that the Soviet­-Russian World WarII narrative is gaining ground in Israel provides additional legitimacy to Russia’s own historical policy. Russian officials say with great satisfaction that unlike in Eastern European states, where monuments to the Red Army are being removed, in Israel new ones are being built. This creates aunique synergy between the grassroots actions carried out by Russian­-speaking citizens and the Kremlin’s deliberate historical strategy. Thefact that Moscow is not only actively supporting this group but also trying to use it as atool to promote its own historical policy has been confirmed– both by individuals who are critical of Russia97 and by those who support Russia and its vision of the past, but are opposed to being treated as the enforcers of another state’s political initiatives.98


	By making ‘concessions’ to the Soviet­-Russian culture of remembrance, the Israeli leadership is hoping to satisfy animportant portion of their electorate and win favour with Moscow (which is necessary in the context of the situation in the Middle East). Examples of such situations included Prime Minister Netanyahu and President Putin joint unveiling of the huge monuments commemorating the Red Army’s victory over Nazi Germany (in2012 in Netanya) and the victims of the siege of Lenin­grad (inJanuary 2020), and the Israeli Prime Minister’s participation in the Victory Parade in Moscow in2018 as one of the two foreign guests present (theother was Serbia’s President Aleksandar Vučić). TheRussian oligarchs holding Israeli citizenship discussed earlier in this text are the link between the two states in the field of historical policy, and have also sponsored numerous initiatives to promote the Kremlin’s World WarII narrative.99


	5. Political views and impact on the state’s political life


	Thearrival in Israel of hundreds of thousands of new citizens from the former USSR, whose votes could translate into between 12 and 20seats in the 120-seat Knesset, have had adecisive impact on Israeli political life and its political scene. Contrary to popular belief that the Russian­-speaking electorate has aninherently right­-wing orientation, this group did not show any consistent electoral behaviour for along time after its arrival. Asaconsequence, at the turn of the2000s the ‘Russian vote’ kept shifting between the left­-wing Labour Party, the right­-wing Likud and the centrist Kadima. Much indicates that the ‘Russian vote’ contributed to the electoral victories of Yitzhak Rabin in1992, Benjamin Netanyahu in1996, Ehud Barak in1999, and Ariel Sharon in2001 and 2003.100 This fluctuation was not due to this group’s changing political views. Itwas caused by the fact that each campaign was dominated by adifferent set of issues (in1992 these involved social affairs, in1996 foreign policy and security, in1999 the relationship between the state and religion, in2001 again foreign policy and security,etc.); the Russian­-speaking voters chose to support the particular party whose agenda was ideologically closest to their own views on specific issues.


	Following the period in which the ‘Russian vote’ had been fluctuating between the left and the right, at the beginning of the twenty­-first century most of the 750,000–800,000 new voters permanently switched to support the parties of the right­-wing bloc; this has contributed greatly to the hegemony of the right that has been ongoing for almost 20years.


	Theviews of amajor portion (around 70–80%) of the Russian­-speaking electorate can be described as various shades of secular nationalism filtered through their (post-)Soviet cultural background.101 Avoter whose roots lie in the1990s aliyah stereotypically supports the view that the state should be strong and should defend its national interest, regardless of any external criticism. They have patriarchal views on social norms and are suspicious of terms such as ‘liberalism’, ‘tolerance’, ‘pluralism’ and ‘human rights’. They have ahostile attitude towards (orat least are distrustful) not only of Palestinians but also Arab Israelis. They also have asceptical attitude towards Israeli citizens from the Middle East and Ethiopia. They are also strongly opposed to ultra­-Orthodox Jews ‘tyrannising’ the country and increasing their impact on public life.


	Obviously this description is agreat oversimplification, and should not be viewed as aprecise and exhaustive illustration of the political views of almost amillion individuals. However, according to liberal Israeli commentators, the arrival of immigrants from the former USSR– who (allegedly) were used to authoritarian rule and great­-power chauvinism, and had little understanding of the principles of liberal democracy– served as acatalyst for the anti­-liberal and ethnocentric turn that has occurred in Israeli public discourse over the last two decades.102 However, it is difficult to assess whether these ‘Russian’ voters were adecisive factor in this process, or whether they simply were anelement of abroader social trend.


	Paradoxically, many Russian­-speaking Israelis argue that their social group– which is secular, nationalistic and attached to European culture– is closer to the roots of the Zionist movement than Israel is in its present form (i.e.acountry in which immigrants from the Middle East, ultra­-Orthodox Jews and post­-national liberals play prominent roles). Inthis situation, the ‘Russian street’ views itself as aguardian of secu­lar national values. Back in1996, Yuri Stern, amember of the Knesset said: “We, the Russian Jews, founded the State of Israel. Now we are back to fix it”.103


	Another change that was triggered by the arrival of the immigrants from the former USSR involved the emergence of political parties targeting this electorate. Previous attempts to form such parties in the1980s and at the start of the1990s had failed.104 1996 saw the first success for a‘Russian’ party: it involved the centrist Yisrael BaAliya party (or‘Israel on the up’; the name is anuntranslatable pun based on the word ‘aliyah’), led by Natan Sharansky and Yuli Edelstein, which won seven seats in the Knesset. Inits election campaign, it mainly emphasised everyday problems and the difficulties the new citizens encountered in adapting to life in Israel. However, the party’s leaders were not representatives of the1990s aliyah (although they had been residing in Israel for just adecade), but in fact were legendary otkazniks and ‘prisoners of Zion’, i.e.individuals who were much more strongly attached to the Zionist idea than most of their voters. Yisrael BaAliya existed until 2003. Although it joined two governments (theBarak government and the Sharon government) over that period, and Sharansky held posts which potentially enabled him to fix many important issues relating to his electorate (he served as minister of internal affairs and minister of housing & construction), overall its voters viewed this party’s achievements with disappointment.


	1999 saw the creation of another ‘Russian’ party, Yisrael Beiteinu (Israel Our Home, mostly known under its Russian acronym NDI) led by Avigdor Lieberman (see footnote14), which still exists. This secular nationalist party has become known for its highly aggressive, or even racist, rhetoric targeting Palestinians and Arab Israelis. Atpresent, it is focused on criti­cising the increasing influence of Jewish ultra­-Orthodox parties. Since the beginning, Lieberman has positioned himself as anuncompromising defender of the Russian­-speaking population. This political platform has contributed to NDI securing itself apermanent place on the Israeli political scene and gaining the status of the party of choice for amajor portion of the post­-Soviet electorate (although it should be noted that the size of this group has been gradually diminishing as its members get older).


	With the exception of the 2009 election, when NDI won 15seats (inthe 120-seat Knesset) and became the third­-largest parliamentary grouping, its representation usually amounts to 5–8deputies. Based on these figures, this party should be viewed as asmall or medium­-sized party. However, in Israeli democracy, in which government coalitions are principally composed of many parties and parliamentary majorities frequently depend on just ahandful of MPs, NDI has repeatedly tipped the balance. Asaconsequence, in 2003–2018 Lieberman served as minis­ter in five consecutive governments, including as foreign minister and defence minister. InNovember 2018, NDI’s exit from the Netanyahu government triggered apolitical crisis which resulted in four parliamentary elections being held over slightly more than two years.


	Atthe same time, regardless of his competence, Lieberman came under criticism from representatives of the Russian­-speaking population who argue that, just like Sharansky, he is more interested in central­-level poli­tics and his own career than in solving specific problems affecting his electorate. This criticism seems justified. Moreover, it demonstrates that the ‘Russian’ parties in Israel are not sectoral parties, as is typical of Israel’s parliamentary system.105 Unlike for example the ultra­-Orthodox parties, which view the meeting of their electorate’s very specific demands (both financial and political) as the only criterion impacting on their support for the government, NDI positions itself as aparty representing Russian­-speaking Israelis, but it does not focus on acting on behalf of this group alone, and does not treat its interests as its priority during political negotiations.


	When summing up and assessing the genuine influence and importance of the Russian­-speaking electorate, the following facts should be considered:


	
			Atpresent (in2021), the potential combined ‘Russian’ voting power is estimated at around 15–16seats, or 12% of all the seats in the Knesset.106


			Average voter turnout recorded for Russian­-speaking voters is lower than that recorded for Israeli society as awhole (around 60%, compared to around 70%).


			Inthe 2019–20 electoral season (which included three consecutive parliamentary elections) the ‘Russian’ electorate voted for NDI (5–6seats), Likud (4–4.5), Blue and White (2.5), religious­-national parties (one seat combined), left­-wing and ultra­-Orthodox parties (half aseat each).107


			Since the end of the2000s, there has been aconsecutive decrease in the number of Russian­-speaking members of the Knesset. Thebiggest number (16) was recorded in the 2006–9 term, whereas the Knesset elected in March 2021 has amere eight Russian­-speaking members, accounting for less than 7% of its line­-up.


			Out of these eight members of the Knesset, only three can be considered as prominent representatives of their respective political camps. These are Yuli Edelstein (Likud), Ze’ev Elkin (New Hope) and Avigdor Lieberman (NDI). Theformer two position themselves as central­-level politicians; they do not emphasise their ‘Russianness’ and– unlike most members of the ‘Russian’ electorate– are openly religious. Theother five– three from NDI and two from Yesh Atid– are less prominent figures who are mainly known to members of their community.108 TheRussian­-speaking members of the Knesset include five individuals born in Ukraine, two in Russia and one in Moldova.


			Inmatters of major importance to the ‘Russian street’ (such as the introduction of civil marriages), these members of the Knesset are not unanimous, and vote in line with their specific party’s agenda.

	


	Tosum up, it can be said that the Russian­-speaking electorate does not form ahomogenous group of voters, and its support is split between several (albeit mainly right­-wing) political forces. The‘Russian’ NDI has the highest level of support and garners around 40% of this group’s votes. Theremaining portion is split between nationwide parties, mainly Likud, even though most of these parties do not pay any particular attention to this voter group.


	Thesize and influence of the ‘Russian’ Israelis’ parliamentary repre­sentation are much smaller than this group’s statistical potential. This results from its lower electoral mobilisation, vote dispersion, and– as it seems– increasingly weak conviction that it has its special interests which are different from the interests of the rest of society, and that it should therefore necessarily be represented by Russian­-speaking politicians. This means that in the political sense the newcomers from the former USSR do not form aninfluence/interest group that could encourage politicians to solicit its votes and which is capable of deliberately impacting the state’s policy. Occasionally, this group is considered important from the point of view of parliamentary arithmetic, which results in politicians showing interest in it, preparing campaign materials in Russian and including Russian­-speaking candidates (frequently selected at random) on their electoral lists.


	Onthe other hand, at the local level (inparticular in those locations with alarge proportion of immigrants from post­-Soviet states) this group has abroad representation: for example many cities (including Haifa and Ashkelon) have Russian­-speaking deputy mayors.


	6. Theunresolved problems of ‘Russian’ Israel


	InIsrael, there are numerous problems affecting Russian­-speaking citi­zens specifically. Finding solutions to these problems has been apermanent and still unmet demand of this electorate. Themost important issues include pensions, marriage procedures and the impact of religion on society.


	Pensions


	InIsrael, pensions are composed of two elements: astate­-funded old­-age pension of afixed amount paid to every citizen upon reaching retirement age (atpresent it is 62years for women and 67years for men), and apension from aprivately­-funded scheme. Asmany immigrants from the former USSR were no longer young upon their arrival in Israel, had spent amajor portion of their professional life in another country, and had problems finding alegal job (orany job) in their new homeland, the situation of this group of pensioners has often been much worse than that of other pensioners. Amere 13% of pensioners representing the1990s aliyah receive aprivate pension, and on average the amount they receive is nine times lower than the amount paid to anaverage Israeli; in2018, these amounts were 277shekels (around US$80) and 2477shekels (around US$740) respectively. Theremaining 87% (around 150,000 individuals) receive the state­-funded pension alone. Considering that most of them have no savings and almost half of them (70,000) live in rented flats, their living standards are often very low.109


	Inthis context, representatives of the Russian­-speaking population are outraged by the fact that this group of financially disadvantaged pensioners includes numerous Holocaust survivors who came to Israel in the1970s and 1990s, but are ineligible for the compensation paid to victims of Nazi crimes as stipulated in two laws enacted back in the1950s, due to the time limits specified therein.110 Thenewcomers from the former USSR account for around 36% of the c.190,000 Holocaust survivors resident in Israel,111 and at the same time they account for the vast majority of Holocaust survivors living in poverty.

	
	Marriage


	Asmentioned above, Israeli citizens include several hundred thousand individuals who are not Jews from the point of view of Jewish religious law, meaning that they cannot get married in aceremony performed by arabbi, and the institution of civil marriage is non­-existent in Israel (although civil marriages entered into in another country are recognised). Asaconsequence, many Russian­-speaking immigrants are forced to get married outside Israel and to apply to the Israeli Interior Ministry, which is strongly influenced by Sephardic ultra­-Orthodox Jews, to have their marriages registered. Atpresent, this group’s situation has been additionally aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic and the related restrictions regarding international travel. Before the pandemic, popular ‘marriage tourism’ destinations included Cyprus, the Czech Republic (Prague) and Bulgaria. Couples who could not or did not want to leave Israel can get married in Paraguay, where marriage can be entered into when only one spouse is present, or in El Salvador, where proxy marriage ceremonies can be performed in absentia for both spouses.


	Thesituation in which so many citizens, who have otherwise fulfilled their civic duties including military service, are not allowed to get legally married in their own state, is afrequent problem raised by the ‘­Russian street’. However, it seems that due to consistent opposition from ­ultra­-Orthodox parties, which over the last two decades have been akey element of almost all the government coalitions, the initiatives calling for the introduction of civil marriage to the national legal system have so far been unsuccessful, and the situation will likely remain unchanged.


	Opposition to ‘religious diktat’: the example of the Sabbath


	Most of the Russian­-speaking population view themselves as secular (50–60%) or atheist (12–17%).112 Asaconsequence, any decisions and regu­lations that they interpret as anattempt to impose areligious lifestyle on them provoke their outrage. For example, this relates to whether shops, cinemas, public transportationetc. can operate during the Sabbath.


	TheSabbath was officially recognised as aday of rest under acompromise between secular Zionist movement and religious parties in the early stages of Israeli statehood. However, there is no clear legal definition of the Sabbath in its practical and secular rather than religious aspect. Similarly, there is no legal definition of the activities that are allowed during the Sabbath. Theissues relating to the Sabbath were only regulated in the 1951 Hours of Work and Rest Law, and in the 1991 Transport Regulation and in regulations introduced by local authorities. Asaconsequence, the scope of activities that are permissible during the Sabbath may vary in different locations, depending on the composition of the local population and on the views of the local politicians. Alongside this, the increasing political significance over the last two decades of the ultra­-Orthodox parties, which are working to have strict Sabbath restrictions imposed nationwide, has translated into the local authorities’ freedom to act being significantly limited.113


	Asmentioned earlier, this trend has provoked major dissatisfaction on the part of the Russian­-speaking population, and matters relating to trade and transport restrictions during the Sabbath and to the need to stop the ‘tyranny’ of ultra­-Orthodox Jews are important factors determining this group’s political choices.


	7. Attitudes towards Russia and their impact on foreign policy


	Although some immigrants continue to hold Russian citizenship,114 they should not be viewed as Russians residing in Israel but (asmentioned above) aunique category of Israelis who have maintained their links with the Russian culture and language. Their attitude to their country of origin (inthis case Russia) is varied: some experienced anti-Semitism prior to their emigration to Israel and have negative memories,115 whereas many of those who left Russia for economic reasons have aneutral or even apositive attitude toit.


	Itis difficult to reliably assess the proportion of individuals who have apositive image of Russia and those with anegative one. Theresults of anopinion poll conducted in2015, in which Russian­-speaking respon­dents were asked what stance the State of Israel should adopt towards the Russian­-Ukrainian conflict in eastern Ukraine, provide ahint. 4% of the respondents said that Israel should support Russia, 6% that it should support Ukraine, 13% supported the Russian side in this conflict but argued that Israel should remain neutral, 27% supported the Ukrainian side and said that Israel should remain neutral, and around 50% had no positive feelings for either Russia or Ukraine, or had no opinion on the issue.116 Interestingly, even among former residents of Russia more respondents supported Kyiv (23%) than Moscow (17%).


	Apoll entitled ‘Israel, its friends and enemies’ conducted in2016 by newsru.co.il, one of the most popular Russian­-language news portals, gave similar results. Out of more than 4400 respondents, 27% said that their attitude towards Russia was positive, 43% negative, and 28% neutral. Inthe ‘friend/enemy’ category, 10% of the respondents considered Russia Israel’s friend, 32% its enemy, and 56% selected the response of ‘neither afriend nor anenemy’.117


	Another indicator of the Russian­-speaking Israelis’ diverse attitudes towards Russia was afailed social campaign ‘Я русский израильтянин’ (‘Iam aRussian Israeli’) launched in2017. Thecampaign was targeted at immigrants from the former USSR, and was intended to boost their collective identity by emphasising their common features such as language, cuisine, tradition and culture. Thecampaign’s slogan was ‘Iam aRussian Israeli and Iam proud of it’.118 Despite the campaign organisers’ declarations that the word ‘Russian’ was intended as areference to the Russian language and culture rather than to the Russian state, the initia­tive sparked major controversy and fierce criticism. Thecritics argued that they were Jews and Israelis alone, and strongly distanced themselves from any links with Russia. Ahashtag #янерусский (‘Iam not Russian’) began to circulate on social media. Inresponse, the organisers first changed the campaign’s title to ‘Iam aRussian­-speaking Israeli’ and then abandoned it altogether.


	Although the sources (inparticular the results of the on­-line survey) and the situations discussed above should be taken with agrain of salt, it seems that they all lead to similar conclusions. Firstly, they indicate that Russian­-speaking Israeli citizens are Israelis first (50% of them supported neither Russia nor Ukraine in the Russian­-Ukrainian conflict). Secondly, they suggest that only asmall minority of these individuals hold pro­-Russian views; and thirdly, they draw attention to the fact that aportion of the ‘Russian street’ nevertheless does indeed support Moscow and its present policy, and tends to represent the Russian point of view. Asaconsequence, what emerges is aunique combination of Israeli patriotism and Russian imperialism.119 Atthe same time, the fact that aportion of Israeli society has pro­-Russian views has only aminor impact on the attitude of society as awhole. Thevast majority of Israelis have anegative attitude towards Russia (although at the same time they believe that agood relationship with Russia is important from the point of view of Israel’s security).120


	Inaddition, the pro­-Russian group has no decisive influence on Jerusalem’s official policy towards Moscow. However, it should be admitted that Russian matters tend to emerge during electoral campaigns. Onsuch occasions, Netanyahu pays avisit to the Kremlin and ostentatiously demonstrates his good relations with President Putin. Ahead of the 2019 election, Russia handed over to Israel the body of anIsraeli soldier who had gone missing in Lebanon in1982, which gave the IsraeliPM amuch­-needed PR boost. However, these facts are not in themselves sufficiently important to affect the state’s policy.


	Jerusalem’s attitude towards Moscow is mainly determined by issues relating to regional security. Especially since 2015, when Russia became actively involved in the Syrian civil war and assumed the role of playmaker in this conflict, Israel has begun to view good relations with Moscow as apriority issue. TheIsraeli leadership believes that these relations should be sufficiently friendly to enable it to operate relatively freely in Syrian airspace and to neutralise the threats posed by Iran and its allies. Allthe pro­-Russian gestures the Israeli government has made in recent years– including avoiding the adoption of aclear stance on Crimea’s annexation and the fact that in2020 in Jerusalem celebrations commemorating the 75thanniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz were organised with Putin’s convenience in mind– should be interpreted primarily in the context of Moscow’s rising importance in the Middle East. Theintensive interpersonal, cultural, business and religious contacts between the two states, which on the one hand result from the presence of more than amillion Russian­-speaking citizens in Israel, and on the other from the fact that Russia has the world’s sixth­-largest Jewish diaspora (around 170,000 individuals)121, provides the basic infrastructure for bilateral relations, creates apositive atmosphere, and can potentially be used as ascreen/justification for specific formats of bilateral cooperation. However, they do not determine the two partners’ policies in any way.


	CLOSING REMARKS


	Since the1990s, more than amillion immigrants from the former USSR have arrived in Israel. This group has irreversibly changed the country by contributing to asurge in its Jewish demographic potential (which enabled Israel to maintain the security of the Jewish population outnumbering the Arab minority) and by giving astrong impetus to the development of the Israeli economy (due to both the influx of workforce and the excellent qualifications of many immigrants). Atthe turn of the twenty­-first century, the ‘Russian’ voice had adecisive impact on the results of the most important parliamentary elections. Moreover, it has sealed the ongoing domination of right­-wing parties on the political scene and in public debate. Theinflux of immigrants from the former USSR has contributed to the emergence, for the first time in Israel’s history, of alarge non­-Hebrew­-speaking subculture or cultural enclave (excluding the Arab population) with its own institutions, respected figures and hierarchies. Inaddition, it has left its mark on the state’s historical policy, contributed new norms and customs to its cultural mosaic, and initiated certain previously absent social phenomena: for example, it has resulted in the emergence of alarge group of Israeli citizens who are not Jews in the religious sense of this word.


	Atthe same time, it is striking that despite its size, strong identity and ability to self­-organise, the Russian­-speaking population is relatively weak when it comes to agency and political impact. Not only has the ‘Russian street’ failed to work out anagenda that could unite it and enable it to effectively influence the country’s life in both its domestic and external aspect, but it has also proved unable to trigger reforms it considers important, such as the introduction of civil marriage into the Israeli legal system. This group’s emergence has boosted several political and ideological currents, mainly the nationalist­-secularist one, but it has not initiated any new trends on its own, and is not adriving force in any of the existing trends. Simply put, the Russian­-speaking Israelis have become involved and have adopted stances in disputes which would likely have arisen anyway. This suggests that despite its uniqueness, this group does not view itself as apopulation that is permanently different from the rest of society, or as one that has aspecial political interest different from the interests of Israel’s other citizens.


	Demographic processes (mixed marriages, new generations being born on Israeli soil, older people born in the former USSR dying off), combined with the increasing integration of Russian­-speaking Israelis into the mainstream of society, will lead to this uniqueness gradually dwindling, including in the political context.


	MAREK MATUSIAK


	Work on the text was finished in May 2021.


	APPENDICES


	Appendix1. Theimpact of the Russian-language information space on Israel’s Russian-speaking population based on the example of the vaccine-sceptic movement


	Many Russian­-speaking Israelis follow the Russian media outlets and use Russian social media (VKontakte, Odnoklassniki, LiveJournal, the Telegram social network channels) and other Russian Internet resources (e.g.the yandex.ru search engine, the mail.ru e-mail service). Noexact and recent figures are available on this subject. Asurvey conducted back in2013 among representatives of this group showed that ‘foreign Russian­-language TVchannels’ (inpractice mainly those originating in Russia) were watched by around half of the respondents, and around 20% of them considered these channels to be their main news sources.122 Asurvey conducted in2017 on the newsru.co.il website brought similar results, although the corresponding figures were lower: 44% of those surveyed said that they watched Russian television.123 Asregards social media, according to 2018 data, the VKontakte social network is used on aregular basis by 3.8% of Israel’s Internet users, i.e.around 250,000 individuals.124 These figures suggest that asignificant portion of Russian­-speaking Israelis has permanent contact with the Russian information space. However, over the last 30years, there have been no indications that Russian media outlets and social networks have had asignificant, large­-scale impact on this group’s social and political behaviour.


	Itseems that one exception to this rule involves the attitude of Russian­-speaking Israelis towards the vaccination campaign carried out in connection with the COVID-19 pandemic. Several independent studies have shown that vaccination refusal rate recorded for immigrants from the former USSR is among the highest for all social groups living in Israel who refuse to be vaccinated. For example, according to astudy conducted in January 2021 by the Social Policy Institute at Washington University in Saint Louis, up to 49% of unvaccinated Russian­-speaking Israelis did not intend to have themselves vaccinated. Only for the Arab population living in Israel (51%) recorded ahigher proportion. Even the Jewish ultra­-Orthodox community, whose representatives have largely ignored pandemic restrictions and are distrustful of state administration bodies, had alower rate of refusal (41%).125 Other studies have confirmed that representatives of the ‘Russian street’ have serious doubts regarding vaccines.126 Their fears were so evident that Israel Our Home tried to take advantage of the situation during the campaign ahead of the parliamentary elections in March 2021. Speaking in public, its representatives expressed doubts about the vaccines’ safety and efficacy, and protested against the (non­-existent) plans to make vaccination compulsory.


	Despite the fact that there is no compelling evidence to support this ­thesis, there are many indications that one of the most important factors determining high vaccine hesitancy rate among ‘Russian’ Israelis, which was found to be exceptionally high compared to other groups making up the Jewish section of Israeli society, involved the effect of the Russian information space. TheRussian media regularly featured programmes questioning the safety and efficacy of vaccines other than SputnikV, and the Russian internet hosted intensive anti­-vaccination campaigns.


	Thefact that this effect exists has been hinted at for example by representatives of the Israeli health care system,127 the former member of the Knesset Ksenia Svetlova,128 as well as journalists and columnists popular with the ‘Russian street’.129 ATV interview with aman who explicitly blamed Russian propaganda for the death of his grandfather, an80-year­-old immigrant from the former USSR who consistently refused to take the vaccine after watching and listening to Russian media, got agreat deal of publicity in the Russian­-speaking population.130


	
	Appendix2. Theimpact of the war in Ukraine on post-Soviet Jews and the Russian-speaking population in Israel


	Russia’s aggression against Ukraine since 2014 has become acatalyst for disintegration processes within the community of post­-Soviet Jews. Jewish communities living in the two warring states (orat least their prominent public representatives) have supported the stance adopted by their respective state authorities.131 Inthis context Yosyf Zisels, head of the Association of Jewish Organisations and Communities of Ukraine (VAAD), said in June 2014: “[Since the breakup of the USSR] we have increasingly become Ukrainian Jews, and they– Russian Jews”.132


	Thediffering stances on the war have resulted not only in increased distance between the Jewish communities of the two states, but also in open conflicts among both secular activists and prominent religious figures.133 AUkrainian­-born Israeli journalist has written: “Theconflict over Crimea, followed by the war in the Donbas, has created arift valley between many former friends– Jews from Kyiv and from Moscow […]. They may pray together, but Jews from Kyiv and Dnipro will most likely view those from Moscow and Saint Petersburg as representatives of the aggressor country”.134


	This conflict was also evident at the organisational level. In2018, the VAAD of Ukraine left the EAJC, having accused its new president Mikhail Mirilashvili of apro­-Kremlin orientation.135 Inthe EAJC, the VAAD was replaced with the All­-Ukrainian Jewish Congress led by Vadym Rabinovych, apro­-Kremlin Ukrainian politician.


	Similar conflicts have emerged in the Russian­-speaking populations living in the US and in Israel; aspecific person’s native region in the former USSR and the towns and cities where they still have relatives and friends have begun to influence their attitude towards the war, and how other people perceive them.136 However, the 2015 opinion poll discussed above indicated that although for half of the immigrants living in Israel the war in Ukraine was not anissue of major importance and that they had no specific views on it, the remaining 50% clearly supported one of the warring states (33% supported Ukraine and 17% supported Russia). Inthis situation, publicly revealing one’s views– e.g.in conversation, on social media or on internet forums– may provoke conflicts137 and facilitate the process of agiven group adopting the confrontational language used by the two states’ propaganda.138 There have been reports of isolated acts of vandalism targeting public figures who have expressed pro­-Ukrainian views.139
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