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sixth of Israel s total population. No other country in the world has absorbed such a prodigious number of
immigrants in such a short period. The implications of this phenomenon are immense both locally (given the
geopolitical situation in the Middle East) and globally (as multicultural and multiethnic states become the rule
rather than the exception). For a growing number of immigrants worldwide, the experience of living across
different cultures, speaking different languages, and accommodating different--and often incompatible--
identities is a daily reality. This reality is a challenge to the scholar striving to understand the origin and nature
of cultural identity. Languages can be learned, economic constraints overcome, social mores assimilated. But
identity persists through generations, setting immigrants and their children apart from their adoptive country.
The story of the former Russians in Israel is an illuminating example of this global trend. The Russian Jews who
came to Israel were initially welcomed as prodigal sons coming home. Their connection to their historical
motherland was seemingly cemented not only by their Jewish ethnicity, but also by a potent Russian influence
upon Zionism. The first Zionist settlers in Palestine were mostly from Russia and Poland, and Russian literature,
music, and sensibility had had a profound effect upon the emerging Hebrew culture. Thus, it seemed that while
facing the usual economic challenges of immigrations, the Russians, as they came to be known, would have
little problem acclimatizing in Israel. The reality has been quite different, marked by mutual incomprehension
and cultural mistranslation. While achieving...
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